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Summary: Satella gets chased away just in time, Louis is maliciously chatty, the 
miasma is thick, and Subaru is way too emotionally unstable to be dealing with all of 
this. The stars align, and a complete picture forms.(arc 6 canon divergence) 


*Chapter 1*: Celestial Bodies 


Emilia and Betty burst into the Green Room first. No, Betty bursts in first, in fact. Betty 
isn’t the first in Subaru’s heart, but she will be the first for him when he needs her. 


He needs her now. 
Betty’s eyes widen when she sees the scene. 


Subaru is awake, and so is Rem. There’s a strange little blonde girl awake, too, and 
she’s sitting in the corner. She’s grinning like she’s insane. She is nowhere near as 
cute as Betty. Betty hates her on sight. 


“—Rem?” Subaru is saying, eyes wide and his voice hoarse. He’s pinned against the 
wall by Rem. He’s pale and wane and he looks exhausted, beneath the incredulous 
hope clear in his expression. He’s not fighting Rem at all as she presses her arm 
harder down on his throat. 


Why is she attacking him? Rem loved Subaru, Betty remembers. Subaru loves her, too. 
Something is very wrong. 


Subaru looks so fragile. The sight strikes Betty through the heart, then doubles back to 
strike her again. But to Betty, Subaru almost always looks fragile, so she bears the 
discomfort with practice. 


Rem hasn't noticed the arrival of Beatrice or Emilia, or Julius, who was right behind 
them both. 


The little blonde girl has. She sees them and laughs, and the sound is incredibly 
grating. “Look, onii-san!” she calls, lilting and cheerful and awful, awful, awful. “They’re 
here now, too!” 


The fragile, delighted disbelief drains quickly from Subaru’s expression. He snarls like 
an animal. “Touch them and I'll arrange a one-on-one meeting with death for you!” 


Betty flinches. She’s seen Subaru angry before—of course she has. Subaru wears his 
emotions on his face. She—it’s quite bothersome. The intensity of it is—startling, even 
though she’s seen it before. Betty hates this face. 


“That’s just incentive, tsu!” chirps the little girl. Her head is whipping between Subaru 
and everyone else—she’s clearly drinking in the sights with glee. Rage surges through 
Betty, viscous and black. How dare she? How dare she look so delighted when she—! 
Betty hates her, hates her, hates her! 


Rem’s head whips around. “Who are you?” she demands. She must have forgotten 
everything. This—isn’t too surprising, to Betty. Betty doesn’t care about that right now, 
though. Rem needs to get off of Subaru! “Are you with him?” 


Emilia takes a step forward. “Please get your hands off of Subaru!” she requests. Her 
tone is polite. Her expression promises punishment if Rem refuses to comply. 


Betty forgoes that entirely and darts forwards, straight to Rem. She starts yanking at 
Rem. “Get! Off! | suppose!” she shouts. Curse her own tiny little body! Betty’s cuteness 
will be her own downfall! 


“Didn’t Barasu say he was friends with Ram’s sister?” Ram chimes in, out of breath 
from all the movement. 


“Friends, lovers, acquaintances, enemies, all of the above, tsu!” the girl confirms. Betty 
doesn’t spare her a glance. She'll deal with her later. Now she needs to get Rem away 
from Subaru! 


“Hey, onii-san,” the girl continues, “who should | eat first? Who would you die for first? 
Emilia-tan, tsu? Ram? Beako, tsu? Why not mix it up! Julius Euclius, the Greatest 
Knight!” 


“Get off of him, | suppose!” Betty yelps, frustrated, punching at Rem’s side. Rem is too 
big! —And her! The little girl! No! Only Subaru can call Betty Beako! 


Betty stamps her foot angrily and backs away, readying her mana. She is going to burn 
these annoying, dangerous pests to— 


Rem falters, glancing down at Betty. Uncertainty flashes across her face. She takes a 
step back and Subaru slumps down, panting and reaching up to rub at his throat. 
“What’s going on?” she asks. 


Betty lets the mana siphon back towards Subaru. She hurries over to him and tilts his 
head to the side, checking his neck. It’s bruised. Betty shoots a poisonous glance at 
Rem. 


“I'd like to know the same,” Julius interjects sharply and irrelevantly. 


“| woke up first,” Subaru wheezes. He straightens up slowly. Betty tuts at him. He 
should be staying still and resting! Idiot Subaru. He needs to know his limits. Betty 
holds onto his sleeve. “And then the—” Subaru pauses. “Wait, where did she go?” 


“Where did who go?” Emilia asks, obviously immediately on edge. Betty narrows her 
eyes. Another incidence of forgetfulness? Betty is not too upset, in fact. Betty does not 
care. Subaru is here, and he is injured. That takes priority. 


“The black void space,” Subaru says. Betty scowls. Subaru is referring to the cloud of 
Yin Magic. She had suspected he would know what it was. She had hoped that wasn’t 
the case. “What happened with that? No one died, right?” 


“We can change that, tsu,” the girl volunteers. Betty whips around to stare daggers at 
her. 


Subaru staggers forwards. Betty pats his side, attempting to soothe him. She suspects 
that this tactic works better on ground dragons than humans, but—whatever! Betty is 
trying her best! And she is busy trying to kill the awful little girl with her glare! “Are you 
volunteering?” Subaru asks darkly, interrupting Betty’s attempts at soothing. 


She looks up at his expression. Subaru looks angry. Very, very angry. He’ll make jokes, 
sometimes, about how he looks ugly or has mean eyes. This isn’t true, most of the 
time, but it’s true now. Betty doesn’t like it. 


“That...was driven away by Volcanica,” Emilia says carefully. She’s standing near the 
entrance of the room, with Julius right behind her. Ram is slowly approaching Rem. 
Patrasche pokes her head inside the room, then disappears back outside again. 


The blonde girl sighs heavily. 


“Don’t give me that,” Subaru growls. “You're the only reason she decided to make an 
entrance.” 


“And it’s given you so much trouble, hasn’t it? And so much more, tsu?” The girl sidles 
towards him, licking her lips. Betty scowls at her harder. She wants to toss this 
impudent little girl out of the tower completely. 


“Who’s this she? Rem asks desperately. “Where am |? Who’s Volcanica? Who are 
you?” 


“Subaru, you know something about the magic?” Emilia asks, apparently deciding to 
ignore Rem. Betty approves. 


Subaru tilts his head awkwardly. “Our relationship isn’t very good,” he says. It sounds 
like nonsense on the surface, but Betty has been listening to Subaru’s speech long 
enough to read deeper into it. He knows something about the magic, definitely—it’s 
something he’s encountered before. 


Betty takes a moment to focus on her senses, on the magic and stench lingering in the 
air. It’s something she’s encountered before, too. Her stomach drops out. 


“It's one of the ones where one person is way too clingy and the other isn’t interested at 
all,” Subaru continues, oblivious. 


“Don't lie to them, onii-san,” the blonde girl says. “Just because you haven't said it back 
doesn’t mean it’s not there, tsu.” 


“Leave a man some pride, will you?” Subaru says. There’s a strained tone to his voice. 
Betty pats him again, absently. The stench is so strong. “Can someone gag her? I’d do 
it, but ’'m a wreck.” 


“Why are you gagging a small child?” Rem asks helplessly. “What is that stench?” 


“She’s no small child,” Subaru warns, completely genuine and clearly disgusted. “She’s 
a demon who Iurks inside people’s hearts and jumps out at the worst possible 
moment.” 


“The best possible moment,” the demon corrects. Beatrice scowls. Someone should 
shut the demon up, clearly. Why hasn’t anyone shut her up? Betty will do it if no one 
else will. 


Betty will dissolve this girl’s bones. 


Betty shakes her head. Something is wrong. She’s being more aggressive than usual. 
The stench has anchored itself in her head and it fogs up her mind. It’s so strong. 


This means something. Betty—Betty is scared. She can’t be scared. She hates this! 
“Rem does not remember anything,” Ram realises. 

“Who's Rem?” Rem asks, and Subaru flinches like Rem just struck him. 

In that moment of weakness, the little girl darts at Subaru. 


Betty shoves her asinine worries aside and seizes her chance and kicks the little girl in 
the shins. 


The stupid little demon girl is still moving at Subaru! Betty pounces on her. Betty is 
going to destroy this little—! 


Subaru intervenes quickly, grabbing the girl and pulling her away from Betty’s wrath. He 
slams her onto the ground and then sits on her, shoving her face into the dirt. Betty 
snorts and combs down her dress. 


“Everyone, meet Louis Arneb,” Subaru says. “She’s an addict.” 
Louis has a few scratches on her face, courtesy of Betty. Betty smirks at her. 


“Wanna be happy,” Louis hisses. She writhes and claws at the ground, trying to get 
away. Betty crosses her arms. 


“Is she an Archbishop of Gluttony?” Emilia guesses. 


“Ding-ding-ding! We have a winner!” Subaru claps his hands together. Betty does too, 
to be supportive. 


“Chicken dinner,” Louis mutters. 


“Shut up,” Subaru snaps, fast. He shoves her face back into the ground. Betty leers 
down at her. “Archbishop of Satiation.” 


“She’s the reason Betty’s contractor lost her memories, | suppose,” Betty guesses, 
nudging at Louis with her toe. It’s not really a guess, though. Betty is certain. 


“Got it in one,” Subaru says, pointing with one hand. Beatrice raises her chin proudly. 
Of course Betty got it right! Betty is both smart and cute. Truly she is the full package. 


Betty is also very angry right now. 

She should calm down. She shouldn’t be this angry. 

“Uh, Subaru,” Emilia speaks up, “do you mean to be suffocating her?” 

Distracted, Betty looks at Subaru. Subaru looks at Louis. Louis does appear to be 
suffocating. “Oh,” Subaru says, sounding mildly surprised. It’s an oh, what a nice 


coincidence! noise. “I’m just giving her what she wants.” 


Betty shuffles close to Subaru, avoiding one of Louis’ flailing arms. Betty would love to 
watch Louis suffocate. The glint in Subaru’s eyes as he watches her gasp says he 
would, too. 


That familiar witch-smell is so strong. It grates against Betty’s nerves. Betty hates it. 
“She wants to die?” Ram summarises. Her lips twitch up in a sneer. “How pathetic.” 


Betty huffs. Ram is being affected by the miasma, too, then, even though she can not 
smell it. 


Betty does not know how to fix this. 


“Disgusting,” Subaru agrees. He’s not even looking at Louis. He’s staring off into space. 
His mind has gone elsewhere, for a moment, Betty knows. It is an all-too-common 
occurrence. 


How bothersome. 


One of Louis’ flailing arms whiffs against Betty skit. She scowls and kicks at it. If all the 
flailing is any good indicator, Louis has changed her mind about wanting to die. What a 
coward. If she chooses something, she should stick to it. She shouldn’t change her 
mind so easily. 


“Should we keep her alive for questioning?” Anastaisa asks. She’s skulked into the 
room at some point. Skulked like a fox. A lying, scheming fox. 


Rem is making a face of intense concern. Ram sidles over to her. “Hello, sister,” she 
says quietly. She turns to the others. “I am going to take Rem away now,” she says. 
“For sister bonding time.” 


She’s running away. She’s a coward, too, Betty decides. 


Subaru stands up. Louis takes a huge breath of air and scrambles to her feet. Betty 
kicks her in the shins again and Emilia grabs her by the shoulders, holding her in place. 
“Wait, but—” Subaru starts to say, 


“Do not interrupt sister bonding time, Barasu,” Ram commands. “Good-bye.” She grabs 
Rem’s hand and then starts to tow her away. 


“No,” Subaru shouts. His eyes are suddenly very wild. “No! I’ve done so much work for 
this! I’m the only one who remembers her! You can’t just—” He stops, gasping. 


Rem’s lip curls. “You don’t know me.” 


“I’m the only one who knows you,” Subaru snarls. He lurches forwards, his hand out, 
reaching. “Everyone else forgets! They always forget!” 


“Get away with me, you disgusting, stinky—” Rem hisses. 
“Who are you calling stinky, | suppose?” Betty shouts, stepping forward and readying 
her mana. How dare Rem be so presumptuous? Beatrice has watched Subaru—she 


knows how much Rem means to him. Yet here Rem is, spitting in his face! 


“Him! Her!” Rem gestures at Subaru and Louis. “Can’t you smell it? It’s everywhere, but 
they're the worst!” 


Betty growls. Of course she can smell it! 


Subaru falters. “The miasma?” he mutters, eyes wide. “Is that why I’m so—but no, you 
said—you said Volcanica drove her away.” 


Ram takes Subaru’s moment of distraction to tug Rem out of the room. Beatrice 
scowls. Good riddance. 


Louis starts giggling again. “Hey, onii-san,” she wheezes, “who're you going to kill this 
time, tsu?” 


“The miasma?” Julius echoes Subaru’s statement, obviously a few steps behind 
everyone else. Of course it’s the miasma! What else would it be? 


Ah. It’s making Betty agitated. 
Troublesome. 
“The witch of envy’s miasma?” Emilia asks. 


“Who else?” Subaru snaps. He flinches back and takes a deep breath. He visibly 
struggles to keep himself under control. Betty puts her hand on his side supportively, 
glaring at everyone else. 


“Hey, onii-san, how did you know that, | wonder?” Louis interfects, taunting. Betty tugs 
Subaru closer to herself reflexively. “Why don’t you share with the class, tsu?” 


Subaru rounds on Louis. “If you won’t shut up, I'll explain it in terms suitable for your 
mental maturity! Play the silent game! Hold your tongue or I'll rip it out for you!” 


“So yer sayin that the witch of envy’s miasma is the reason why yer so agitated,” 
Anastasia observes, still lurking out of reach of the others. 


Subaru bites his lip and nods twitchily. 

“That Yin Magic was Satella,” Julius realises. 

“The Witch of Envy,” Subaru corrects. He flinches and goes back to biting at his lip. 
“Satella,” Julius repeats confusedly. 

Subaru makes a face. His lip is bleeding now. Betty’s fingers light up with healing 
magic. She’s used the spell so many times in the last year or so that it comes with 
barely any effort. 

“There’s a difference?” Anastasia guesses. 


Subaru shrugs. “One’s a crazy-obsessive sadist and one’s a crazy obsessive sadist.” 


“You’ve met her before?” Emilia asks slowly. She looks shocked. Everyone looks 
shocked. 


They’re all so slow. So bad at noticing, at paying attention. 


Betty isn’t shocked. 
Subaru’s eyes dart around. 
“How many other figures of legend have you met, Subaru,” Julius asks faintly. 


“Hey, she’s not from any of my legends!” Subaru huffs. “And it’s not like | wanted to 
meet anyone! They were forced meetings, | tell you!” 


“Weeell,” Louis drawls. 
“You keep your mouth shut,” Subaru hisses at her. 


“Meetings, plural,” Julius mutters. The shock has faded, almost—now he just looks 
speculative. Thoughtful. 


Dangerous. 


“Is it interrogate Subaru time?” Subaru throws his hands in the air. He’s lashing out, 
Betty knows. She should be calming him down, but she’s having enough trouble trying 
to keep herself calm. She can’t spend all her time—agh, stay calm! “What are you 
going to ask me next, huh? When’s the last time | peed my pants, maybe? Or 
something else infringing on my rights?” 


“On my rights,” Emilia repeats with a wince. 

“Yes, okay, that was bad wording,” Subaru admits. 

“When's the last time you died, Subaru-tsu?” Louis speaks up. 

—the last time you died? 

The question echoes through Betty’s head, crashing through that buzzing irritation. Her 
eyes go wide. That’s—no, it can’t be. That can’t be the answer to any of Betty's 


questions. Louis is speaking nonsense. Betty shoves the thought away. 


Subaru’s go up to his head and curl in his hair. Quickly, he snaps, “What sort of 
question is that? Shouldn't the answer be obvious?” 


“The other me died,” Louis says confessionally. “I don’t know whether you’ve been up 
to something while the cat’s away.” 


“Hey, no, if anyone’s the cat in that metaphor, it’s me,” Subaru says. “She was crying 
like a baby by the end.” 


“Um,” Emilia interjects. She still looks surprised, and scared. She doesn't look as 
scared as Betty feels. “I have a question?” 


“Nope!” Subaru crosses his hands and makes a buzzing sound. He’s got pulled-out 
hair in one hand—his right hand, the dark one. He lets it flutter to the floor. Betty can’t 
tear her eyes away from it. “No questions! I’d answer them if | could, promise.” 


“Subaru doesn’t keep his promises,” Emilia points out, even more nervous now. 


“Jeez, are you still on that?” Subaru asks exasperatedly. He’s shifting towards Louis, 
who’s watching him closely. He’s speaking rapid-fire. “I'd definitely keep this one. 
Probably. Maybe. There is a real possibility that I’d keep this one. The percentage is—” 


He lunges at Louis. 


“Subaru!” Emilia and Betty shout in unison. Betty heaves at Subaru, trying to pull him 
away. Emilia crosses the distance to him and grabs him, too. 


“Die!” Subaru snarls, frothing. “Il shouldn’t have spared you, bitch! Die!” 


Emilia hefts Subaru easily off of Louis, who only smirks. Subaru claws at Emilia fora 
moment, trying to get free, before his eyes catch on her face and he subsides abruptly. 
Betty backs away, panting. 


Julius steps forwards and draws his sword, pointing it at Louis to keep her in check. 


“This miasma is awful for Betty’s contractor, | suppose,” Betty says, panting, eyeing 
Subaru. He’s staring fixated at Louis. He looks determined—his jaw is clenched and his 
eyes are focused. 


Betty likes this face, normally. Seeing it now—it’s enough to wash away the last of the 
anger. Subaru would lunge at Louis again if he could, Betty knows. He would kill her. 


“Is there any place we can get him free from it?” Emilia asks, holding Subaru carefully 
against the wall. 


“| fear it may be enshrouding the tower,” Julius says. Betty nods—she can sense it, 
when she lets herself breathe deeply. “The Yin magic was everywhere, was it not?” 


“Yes,” Louis confirms delightedly. 


“Lock onii-san up,” Meili suggests from where she’s lurking in the corner. “He’s the 
ooonly one freaking out, right?” 


Betty shakes her head. “No, |—” 


“Put him on the balcony with the birds, tsu!” Louis interrupts. Betty flinches and scowls. 
“Leave him up there, tsu! Or—no! Make an ice prison! Make an ice prison, tsu!” 


The rage visibly drains out of Subaru all at once, leaving a bone-deep exhaustion 
behind. “Thought you didn’t like repeats,” he mutters, slumping down until Emilia isn’t 
holding him away and instead holding him up. 


“How would you kill yourself then, onii-san?” Louis breathes, her eyes wide and fixed 
solely on Subaru. “Choke to death? Choke on your tongue?” 


“Stop it,” Subaru barks, his head jerking up. There’s a moment of stillness. Betty’s 
breath catches in her throat. How would you kill yourself then? 


Betty has theories about Subaru. She can’t help it. She wakes up with him in the 
middle of the night and she hears his broken pleas. 


She stays awake even after he falls back asleep. She stays awake and she 
desperately searches for an answer, a reason, a solution—something she can solve. 


Something she can do. Betty has spent enough time waiting. She doesn’t want to do 
anything more. 


Yet she can’t—she can’t figure it out. She can’t come up with the one thing that 
explains everything. There are too many pieces—too many areas devoured by the void 
of incomprehension— 


How would you kill yourself then? 
Death? 
There are too many areas swathed in darkness, and Betty is afraid to illuminate them. 


“How would he—what?” Julius speaks first, taken aback. His normally-calm visage is 
broken by his confusion. His sword wavers for a moment. 


“What are you talking about?” Emilia asks Louis, genuine befuddlement in her voice. 


“Subaru would never do something so foolish,” Beatrice says sharply. She knows he 
wouldn’t—she knows this, even if she doesn’t know anything else. She has to know 


this. 


Subaru is terrified of death. And—he must know that Betty would kill him if he ever died 
before his time. 


Beatrice knows that Subaru is going to die much, much before her. He’s not going to 
die before he’s had a happy life, though. He’s not going to leave Betty too early. Betty 
refuses to let that happen. 


“Onii-san is stupid, but he’s not that stupid,” Meili says skeptically. Betty nods 
supportively. 


“Great vote of confidence, Meili. | feel so much better,” Subaru interjects. 
“Why would she say something like that, Subaru?” Emilia asks, concerned. 


“She's crazy,” Subaru dismisses. He won't look anyone in the eyes. He’s dodging the 
question. Subaru is good at dodging questions because he knows an awful liar, and 
Betty feels like someone has dumped a bucket of icewater on her head. “She’s just 
upset because she can’t get her hands on the toy she wanted.” 


“You haven't figured it out, onii-san?” Louis asks. “You sure are slow, tsu.” 


Subaru twitches like he’s going to lunge after Louis again. Emilia, Betty, and Julius all 
shift in turn. Subaru stays where he is, held by Emilia. “Figured what out?” he spits. 
“That you’re full of shit?” 


“You're the crazy one, tsu,” Louis cackles. “Figured out that there’s no taboo! She can’t 
stop you if she can’t reach you, tsu! Stupid stupid Subaru! You don’t know how to use 
it!” 

Subaru visibly stops moving and blinking and breathing. 


"Taboo?" Anastasia repeats. 


Betty needs to do something. She points at Louis jerkily. “Someone should gag her, | 
suppose” 


“Liar,” Subaru whispers hoarsely. “Liar. Liar liar liar liar liar liar—” 
Emilia’s eyes go wide. “Subaru?” she asks faintly. 


“Liar!” Subaru snarls. He’s struggling again. Betty rushes back over to him. “Liar liar liar 
liar liar—” 


“If you don’t want it, give it to me!” Louis screams back. Julius steps forwards, raising 
his sword up. 


“Silence,” he commands. 
Louis subsides with an angry sputter. 


Subaru sees her and laughs. There’s a maniacal edge to it. It grates against Betty's 
ears. “Liar! Hah! You don’t want it! You’re too afraid to die! Coward! You don’t even 
know what you’re asking for!” 


“I'm not afraid,” Louis growls back, just as fervent. “Wanna be happy, tsu! You can’t 
even use it right! I’m the one who'll put it to good use!” 


“A day with me and you were terrified past no return,” Subaru hisses, gleeful. He 
presses against Emilia’s arms. He’s not thrashing or clawing or trying to push her away. 
It's more like he’s forgotten she’s there. “You were begging for my mercy. Take my 
hand, Louis! I'll show you hell!” 


Betty can’t take it. “Subaru!” 


“What?” he responds, his head snapping around to face her. Betty flinches. “Have 
something to say, Beatrice? What's worth interrupting me for, huh? I’m a little busy, if 
you haven’t noticed!” 


“Betty is trying to help you, Subaru!” Betty shouts back, stomping her foot. “Betty 
doesn’t know what is going on, in fact, but Betty is trying to help!” 


Subaru pants raggedly. “I—” 


“Help him?” Louis makes a sound that’s too shrill and cruel to be a laugh. “Kill her like 
you killed Meili, onii-san.” 


—what? 
Betty looks at Meili. 
“What?” demands Meili 


Subaru jerks back. His legs visibly give out. Emilia is holding him up completely, now. 
She sinks to the floor with him. “I—” Subaru gasps, “you—!” 


“?’m not—what do you—” Meili has gone pale. Betty can’t spare any worry for her. She 
rushes over to Subaru, who’s heaving in too-quick breaths. 


“Julius,” Anastasia says. 


Julius raps Louis sharply over the head with the hilt of his sword. She crumbles to the 
ground, temporarily unconscious. 


Betty casts a glance at Louis over her shoulder. “Should’ve done that sooner, in fact,” 
she spits. She focuses on Subaru. 


He’s curled up on the ground and he’s holding his head and making choked, animalistic 
noises, and when Emilia pries away one of his hands it comes away bloody. “Subaru,” 
she says quietly. “What’s wrong?” 


Subaru doesn’t answer. 


The sight is so, so familiar, and Betty’s heart hurts. She never knows what to do here. 
“He is panicking, | suppose,” she says. She kneels down by Subaru. 


Distantly, Beatrice can hear Louis starting to wake back up behind her, and Julius 
picking Louis up. “I am going to find a location to store her until—” 


“Good plan,” Anastasia says when Julius falters.. “I'll come with ya.” 


Emilia and Betty don’t spare the pair a glance as they leave. Meili stays where she is, 
wide-eyed and confused. 


“Subaru?” Emilia prompts. There is fear clear in her voice. She’s never seen Subaru 
like this. Subaru doesn’t respond. 


Betty puts her hand over his. He flinches and Betty moves back, giving him some 
space. She sighs. “We cannot do much for him right now, | suppose,” she murmurs, 
making sure to keep her voice soft. “It can take him hours to calm down when it gets 
this bad, in fact.” 


“Does this—This happens often?” Emilia sits back, her hands curled together on her 
lap. “I knew he could have—I knew Subaru went away sometimes, and he’s—l’ve seen 
him get—get distracted, or say something, same as everyone else. But he never—” 


She doesn't finish her sentence. Betty sighs. “He is foolish, | suppose. He does not 
want anyone else to see him like this. He made Betty promise not to tell, in fact.” 


Emilia nods. She doesn’t seem surprised. “Are you sure there isn’t anything we can do 
to help?” 


Betty shakes her head and sits down. Sometimes Subaru wants to be alone, after this, 
and sometimes he doesn’t, and she doesn’t know which one it'll be right now. She’s not 
going to leave, though. Not until he tells her to. 

Emilia bites her lip and nods, and they wait. 


At some point, Patrasche creeps into the room as well, sitting nearby. Meili slinks out. 


Slowly, slowly, Subaru starts to breathe more evenly. Beatrice waits silently until he 
raises his head and blinks at her blearily. 


“How are you feeling?” Betty asks, her voice carefully low. 

“Leave,” Subaru rasps. 

Emilia flinches back. Subaru looks away. 

Betty stands up. She’s done this before. She knows better than to argue. 


Emilia whips around to look at Beatrice, her expression confused and betrayed. Subaru 
flinches at the movement. “Let’s go, | suppose,” Beatrice says. 


“|—” Emilia’s mouth opens and closes. She looks at Subaru, who’s still staring frozen at 
the floor. “Alright,” she says. 


They leave. 


“Subaru isn’t with you,” Julius observes, hiding his concern behind a cool tone. 
“No,” Emilia agrees. Her eyes look puffy. She’s been crying. “He wanted us to leave.” 


“Patrasche is with him now, | suppose,” Beatrice says. She’s seated on the table of the 
dining room. The rest of them are in chairs— varied menagerie of chairs, as many were 
broken or destroyed by the battle with the mabeasts and Archbishops. 


They’re in Alcyone, now, and Louis has been placed into one of the empty rooms—one 
of the few ones with no damage, Julius made sure. Julius was the one in charge of 
wrangling her. He was very very careful about it. Julius has no desire to face another 
Archbishop of Gluttony in any sort of battle. 


He used a variation of Al Shamac that he’s particularly proud of—unlike the full 
Shamac, it doesn’t separate the user from all their senses. Instead it targets their limbs. 
It's potent enough to make the use of the affected limbs incredibly difficult. Of course, 
the spell requires a large amount of mana, which makes its use limited. Furthermore, it 
requires incredible precision. As far as Julius is aware, it is considered a spell useful for 
only very specific circumstances. 


Luckily these circumstances fit its use perfectly. 


Ram and Rem are likely in another set of rooms. Neither of them have reappeared 
since Ram towed Rem away. 


Anastasia clears her throat. “I know ya might not want ta hear it, but we need ta 
discuss what's happened,” she says carefully. Julius gives her his full attention 
immediately, as he always does. 


He agrees with her. Julius knows he is—biased, when it comes to Subaru. This was 
true before Julius’ name was eaten, and it is even more true now. 


Before, Julius’ bias stemmed from a place of fascination more than anything else. 
Julius is perhaps—just a little bit—maybe a completely incorrigible gossip. And Subaru 
is just such an enigma of a person that Julius couldn't help but indulge in information- 
gathering and theorising. 


There were just so many theories! Some people thought that Subaru was a foreigner, 
and some thought he was the sheltered son of a noble, and still others thought that he 
was a victim of the witch cult. They were all so interesting! And perhaps the most 
fascinating part was how the theories only became more outlandish the more time 
passed—the closer people were to Subaru. 


Hegemol, for example, was of the opinion that Subaru was simply an extremely 
eccentric foreigner from a border region between Kararagi and Lugnica. Hegemol had 
never talked to Subaru. Mimi had. Although she was not the most articulate of souls, 
her jumbled theory that Subaru was related to the Sudrakkian warriors was extremely 
compelling. Felis had spoken to Subaru more extensively and was also significantly 
better at logic. During the subjugation of the Archbishop of Sloth, he’d mentioned in 
passing that he felt Subaru’s ire towards the witch cult spoke of a personal history. 


These were all very good theories, if it weren’t for the fact that Subaru had no history 
whatsoever that could be found in this world. And for the fact that he was disturbingly 
knowledgeable about witches and the witch cult. And if he weren't coincidentally 
obsessed with a girl who bore remarkable resemblance to the witch cult’s lead figure. 
And that wasn’t even touching on Subaru’s strange mannerisms, speech, and 
knowledge, or—for the last two—lack thereof. 


This was where the stranger theories came in. 


Last Julius had checked, Reinhard thought Subaru had his name and memories eaten 
by the white whale, leading to him creating his own fantastical language and history. 
Felis had muttered something about Subaru being an ex-witch cultist. Emilia, when 
Julius had subtly prompted, had admitted that Subaru’s outlandishness was far past 
even her comprehension. 


Julius has—a pet theory, perhaps. He doesn’t think it’s accurate. It’s really quite stupid. 
It's borne out of his own fantasies and love for history more than anything else. It’s not 
something he should be focusing on, but, well, he can’t exactly ask anyone else for 
their theories. They wouldn't be willing to talk to him. They don’t know him. He’s a 
stranger, and only Subaru remembers him—because even Anastasia— 


Well. Anyway. Different speech patterns, an unusual appearance, strange knowledge, 
and no history to speak of—Subaru is practically otherworldly, isn’t he? 


Like Julius said—it’s a stupid theory. Julius likes it, though. It makes him feel strangely 
safe, like everything will go well as long as Subaru is here. That’s not—that’s not quite 
accurate, Julius knows—Subaru is no superhuman—but Julius is trying to be better 
about owning his own fancies. 


Movement catches Julius’ eye and he blinks out of his thoughts. Emilia looks down at 
the table. “You’re talking about Subaru behavior, right?” she asks, and Julius has to 
mentally review the conversation so that he knows what they’re talking about. “It was 
the miasma. That's what was making Subaru act so strange.” 


Anastasia shakes her head. “The miasma only agitates people,” she says. “It wouldn’t 
drive someone ta murder.” 


It's strange, listening to Anastasia talk. Julius can hear the difference, now. He’s not a 
Kararagi native, so it makes sense that he missed the tiny accent changes that held 
her and Eridna apart, and Eridna was a talented actor besides. That’s what Julius 
keeps telling himself. 


“And why do you think that, | suppose?” Beatrice snaps. She’s clearly on edge. Her 
fingers are curling into her hair spirals. What does Subaru call them? Drills? 


“Ya’ just proving my point,” Anastasia says with a mean grin. 


Proving her point? Julius thinks back. Is he acting strangely, too? Is the miasma 
affecting him as well? Julius can’t quite tell. “Is there anything we can do about the 
miasma?” he asks cautiously. 


Beatrice shakes her head. “No. It is a mark of the witch’s presence, | suppose. It will 
fade with time, in fact.” 


Around Anasasia’s neck, the fox shifts. “Regardless, Ram, Subaru, and | experienced 
higher concentrations of the miasma before Shaula rescued us,” Eridna says. “It 
amplified negative emotions, but did not cause any delusion.” 

Subaru was the one acting the most violent. If the miasma was only amplifying 
emotions and not creating them—No. Julius won’t draw any conclusions from Subaru’s 
actions while under the witch’s miasma. 


“So you think that everything Subaru and Louis were saying was real,” Emilia says 
nervously. 


“Yes,” Anastasia confirms. 

Julius resists the urge to wince. He... does not like that theory. 

“But what Betty’s contractor was saying did not make sense, in fact,” Beatrice points 
out. Her fingers twirl faster. The butterflies in her eye flutter their wings when she 
blinks. “And the words of a sin archbishop should not be considered reliable, | 
suppose” 

“She saaaid that he killed me,” Meilia says, casual. “That’s gotta be a lie.” 
“Eeeexactly,” Emilia says, nodding fervently. “Subaru would never kill someone.” 
“Except himself, apparently,” Eridna says. This time, Julius does wince. He doesn’t 
want to even be thinking about that. Clearly Louis was spouting nonsense for the sake 
of disruption. 

“That don’t make any sense either,” Anastasia grumbles. 

That’s true. There—are a couple things that did make sense, though, or were 
confirmed by Subaru himself. Julius doesn’t want to be the one to say it, but he will if 
no one else does. Mildly Julius points out, “The Satella bit seemed fairly well- 
established.” 


There’s a moment of silence. 


“Of course Subaru has met the most dangerous witch of all,” Beatrice mutters. They all 
turn to look at her and she blushes and glares. “Is Betty wrong, in fact?” 


“No,” Julius says. 

"Can't disagree,” Anastasia admits. 
“Subaru is like that,” Emilia says, fond. 
“Onii-san is craaaazy,” Meili says. 
There’s another moment of silence. 


“Satella did something to him,” Emilia states confidently. Julius nods in agreement. 
Considering Subaru’s clearly negative opinions of the other witches, Julius doubts that 


Subaru would ever interact with the Witch of Envy or Satella voluntarily. 


It's a bit funny, really. Subaru seems vehemently convinced that the witches are 
incomprehensible. Yet Subaru himself is a bit incomprehensible, at least to Julius. 


Julius shouldn’t be comparing Subaru to any sort of witch. Subaru is nowhere near evil 
—he’s nothing like the followers of the witch cult. 


Julius pushes the image of Subaru, snarling and enraged and clearly homicidal, out of 
his mind. 


“Should we be talking about this in front of the competition, | suppose?” Beatrice says 
pointedly. 


“What do you mean?” Emilia asks, blinking and tilting her head. 


Beatrice narrows her eyes at Emilia, then glances around the room. Anastasia strokes 
Eridna’s fur. When Beatrice’s gaze lands on Julius, he holds it, trying to project his 
concern. “Nevermind, | suppose,” Beatrice says with a huff, looking away and swinging 
her legs. 


“Let’s lay out what we know,” Anastasia says, obviously deciding to ignore that 
interaction. “Subaru has had some contact with Satella. She’s given ‘im something that 
Louis wants. Something he can use, but can’t tell anyone about.” 


“Sounds like an authority, in fact,” Beatrice mumbles. 
“An authority?” Emilia tilts her head. Julius’ interest, too, is piqued. 


“An Authority,” Beatrice repeats. “The abilities that witch cultists have. Bizarre and 
powerful abilities, said to be the opposite of Divine Protections, in fact.” 


“The invisible hands,” Julius realises, thinking back to the strange hands that he’d seen 
when looking through Subaru’s eyes. Those hands were another point towards some of 
the more bizarre theories about Subaru—why was Subaru able to see them when no 
one else could? 


“Regulus’ abilities,” Emilia says at the same time. 


“The Sleeping Beauty disease,” Julius says, in unison with Emilia. They exchange a 
glance of understanding. All of these phenomena can be attributed to an Authority, if 
Beatrice’s description of them holds true. 


Emilia nods, gaining more confidence. “Subaru has an Authority, then?” 
Julius frowns a bit. There’s a very obvious question there. 

“How did he get it, | wonder?” Eridna muses quietly. 

Julius can’t help but wonder the same thing. 


“He has at least one,” Beatrice admits, with a careful tone to her voice. “Probably two, | 
suppose.” 


Two? Two authorities, two archbishops killed by Subaru... “They transfer upon the 
death of the archbishops,” Julius guesses quietly. It’s a bit of a leap in logic, but it feels 
right. 


Why Subaru, though? As far as Julius could tell, the death of the Archbishop of Greed 
was a joint effort. Subaru was undoubtedly a vital component to his defeat, but Julius 
knows that Subaru is nowhere near as strong as Reinhard or Emilia. It would seem 
likely that their undoubtedly more physical involvement would facilitate the transfer of 
the Authority to them instead. 


It must be based on compatibility, then, similar to magical and spiritual affinites. 
Subaru’s spiritual affinity was very high. 


But then—affinity with what? With authority? With—sin? 


Subaru’s reaction to the Dragon’s Blood was different than Crusch’s. He is the only 
person to remember the victims of Gluttony as well. 


—No, it must be spiritual affinity. Subaru’s spiritual affinity was unusually high. Yes, that 
must be it. 


“What would these authorities do?” Meili speaks up cautiously. She looks distrubed. 


“Cor Leonis is one, | suppose,” Beatrice says. “It allowed him to take on your pain, in 
fact, and spread it to me when | forced him to, | suppose.” 


“Taaaking on pain,” Meili drawls, sounding out the idea. She nods. “Thaaaaat explains 
why | could talk to the mabeasts for so long.” 


“And it’d explain my burst of energy,” Emilia says slowly. 


Julius’ frown deepens. Taking on the pain of others doesn’t sound like an ability he’d 
associate with the Witch Cult, nor the archbishops of sin in particular. It seems like a 
very self-sacrificial ability. 


How fitting for Subaru. 


There’s a dissonance there, in the way Subaru uses the Authority and the way Julius 
imagines it should be, but Julius can’t reconcile it. He lacks the information. It is 
frustrating. 


The idea that Subaru can take the pain away from someone is also very frustrating. 
Subaru is someone who can—and will, Julius suspects—use the ability with little 
regard to his own wellbeing. 


Julius would not be so noble. 


“It wouldn’t explain a lot of things, though,” Eridna points out rationally, drawing Julius’ 
attention away from his self-reflection. “Subaru’s connection to the witches, for one, 
and his—well—Subaru-ness.” 


“Are we assumin’ that Subaru’s Authorities explain his connection to Satella, or that his 
connection to Satella explains his Authorities?” Anastasia prods. 


“That depends on when he received one or the other,” Eridna explains. She’s focused 
entirely on Anastasia. It’s a harsh reminder that Eridna and Anastasia are close, and 
that Julius is always out of the loop, so to speak. He of course shoves down his 
turbulent emotions and focuses on his speech. Julius will not let his own issues disrupt 
their clearly positive relationship. 


He doubts he could break their bond, even if he tried. 


Anastasia picks up right where Eridna left off. “If we’re able to narrow down when each 
happened, then we might be able to narrow down what’s due to which.” 


“| don't liiike how clinically you’re disseeecting this,” Emilia says, uneasy. 


“We shouldn’t be discussing without Subaru at all, | suppose,” Beatrice grumbles. It’s 
an even better point. 


“What should we do, then?” Eridna says, calm. “Just ignore this? Bury our heads in the 
sand and ignore this potential disaster?” 


“Potential disaster?” Beatrice straightens, her hands balling into fists. “Who are you 
calling a disaster, | suppose?” 


“Does my choice of description disturb you?” Eridna challenges. “Do you think it is 
inaccurate?” 


“Yes, | suppose!” Beatrice scowls. “Subaru is not a something! Subaru has helped us 
all uncountable times!” 


“How'd he do it?” Eridna asks. She’s crouching on Anastasia’s shoulder, now, instead 
of being sprawled like a scarf. The fur along her spine stands up just a bit. “Using his 
witch-given authority?” 


“Stop!” Emilia stands up. “The miasma is agitating us! We need to stay calm.” 

Julius nods, relieved that someone else has interfered. He doesn’t know which side he 
would take, and he doesn’t want to have to choose. “We can’t let ourselves be divided,” 
he says. 

Beatrice glares. “Betty sees no need to apologise, in fact.” 


“How idiotic,” Eridna growls. 


“Echidna,” Anastasia murmurs, tugging the fox back towards her. Eridna grumbles a 
bit, but scutters back to her position on Anastasia’s shoulders. Beatrice subsides too, 
turning her face away. 


Julius relaxes. He really, really doesn’t want to have to choose sides. He likes Subaru, 
but he’s a part of the Anastasia camp, but Anastasia and Eridna conspired to lie to him 
and only Subaru remembers him, but Subaru is looking more and more like he’s 
keeping dangerous secrets, and, well—it’s messy. 


“| don't think we'll be able to figure much out without Subaru himself here to explain,” 
Anastasia admits, stroking Eridna. 


“We should give him the chance to defend himself, too,” Julius adds, because it’s true, 
and because it’s a non-confrontational contribution to the discussion. 


“There’s no need for Subaru to defend himself,” Emilia says loyally. “There’s surely a 
benign explanation for this.” 


“Of course,” Julius says agreeably, nodding. He sighs to himself. He’d thought he would 
be pacifying people with his statement, but apparently that was not the case. He is not 
very used to playing peacekeeper. Reinhard would be much better at this, or Subaru— 
but neither can be here right now, and so it falls onto Julius. What a delight. 


"Onii-san isn't the type to explain things easily," Meili points out. 


"Louis said something about a taboo bein' lifted," Anastasia says. "Perhaps that'll help 
things out." 


"Subaru...couldn't explain things because of a taboo," Emilia says quietly to herself. 
Her eyes are narrowed in thought. She looks paler than normal. 


Beatrice hops off the table. “Betty will go check on him now, | suppose,” she says, 
already heading towards the exit. 


“| would like to join you,” Julius says immediately, standing up. He would like to check 
on Subaru as well. Julius is concerned. 


“Fine,” Beatrice huffs. 


“| want to come too!” Emilia says, jumping to her feet. 


“We should not have too many people there at once, in fact,” Beatrice says, pausing by 
the door. “You will have to come later, | suppose.” 


Julius hesitates fora moment. He should probably let Emilia go and talk to Subaru first. 
He know he should, but he—he is very worried for Subaru. Subaru has become more 
important to Julius, since Julius’ name was eaten. Julius should be able to talk to 
Subaru. He wants to help Subaru, if he can, like Subaru helped him. 


These are all excuses. Julius is just being selfish—selfish and greedy. 
He gives Emilia an apologetic smile as he joins Beatrice. 

The walk passes quickly, in a hurried sort of silence. 

Beatrice opens the door and lets them both inside. “Subaru,” she says. 


Subaru freezes in his pacing for a moment. He’s up and moving, and Julius lets out a 
sigh of relief. 


Then Subaru spins around to face them. 


“Knock first!” he jokes. He grins. His teeth are bloody and his lips are splashed cherry- 
red. “You could’ve walked in on me!” 


Beatrice walks over to Subaru. Julius is frozen in place. 


“Scratching again,” Beatrice murmurs, taking Subaru’s fingers in her hands and 
uncurling them. Julius can see the indentations of bite marks on his knuckles. He’s got 
lines up and down one of his arm—red and puffy welts. Some of them have been torn 
open where they criss-cross with others. His blackened arm is completely unharmed, 
right up until the darkness stops—and there it’s raw and bleeding and scratched up, 
like Subaru was trying to dig out his own blood. 


That’s probably exactly what he was doing, Julius realises. 


Visceral discomfort—horror—curls up through his stomach. This isn’t right. Subaru 
shouldn’t be—Julius shouldn’t be seeing Subaru like this. 


“Oh man, Beako and Julius? You two have both seen me at some lows, but seriously! 
Save a man some pride!” Subaru says. “Hey, what’d | miss? | had to take a breather 
but I’m ready to jump back in action now! You guys must have been missing me, right? 
Wait, no, don’t answer that. I'll just fill in what you’d say. Yes, Subaru, we—” 


Beatrice interrupts Subaru’s falsetto. “Subaru should stop pretending, | suppose,” she 
says. She sounds so tired. Julius is suddenly completely certain Beatrice has seen this 
scene before, countless times. 


Subaru freezes for a split second before shivering back into animation. “Pretending? 
Who’s pretending? You wound me, Beako. Wait! Do you think I’m pretending to love 
you? Beako, I’d never do that. My love for you is genuine! And for Emilia! And for Rem, 
and Patrasche, and Ram, aaaand that’s about it. Not you, Julius. Sorry, but you’re just 
too aggravating.” 


“You’re quite aggravating yourself,” Julius says, swallowing and stepping forwards. 
Subaru is acting normal. Julius can’t quite bring himself to do the same. “You—You 
seem quite insistent on pretending that nothing is wrong.” 


“Concerned for lil’ old me.” Subaru sticks out his tongue at Julius. It’s mottled with 
marks. He’s been biting it. “Don’t need it! No thanks! | can’t have Julius pitying me! Ah, 
| know I’m pathetic, but even | have my limits!” 


“Subaru is not pathetic, | suppose,” Beatrice mutters as Subaru starts towards the exit. 


“Honesty is a virtue, Beako,” Subaru says, marching out the door and down the hall. 
“Expressing your true feelings like this, though—ah! You’re so cute! It makes my 
paternal heart pound!” 


Julius trails after Subaru slowly. “Where are you going, Subaru?” he asks, feeling rather 
like a lost dog. He’s—he respects Subaru greatly, and seeing Subaru like this— 


—how many times has this happened to Subaru? If Julius couldn’t see the marks 
Subaru had made himself on his skin, Julius wouldn’t be able to tell anything was really 


long. He’d notice that Subaru was a bit more excitable and off, but he’d never guess 
that it was—it was anything like this. 


“To make my grand entrance, of course!” Subaru responds, quick. He’s stalking down 
the hallway, now, opening doors and peering into the empty rooms. He’s looking for 
something. “Grand re-entrance. It’s planning time! The grand meeting of the Emilia-tan 
and Ana Camps, part seven! Or eight! Whichever number we’re on!” 

“| don’t think everyone’s ready for a meeting right now,” Julius says carefully. 

“Emilia and Anastasia are busy, | suppose,” Beatrice contributes. 


“Busy? Doing what?” Subaru asks. He’s not stopping. He’s not closing the doors 
behind him, either—he’s leaving them open and moving on to the next one. 


“They are...” Julius trails off. What is Subaru looking for? 


Subaru glances back at him. “Are they—Louis?” He stops and spins to face Julius fully. 
“Are they talking to Louis? Did you keep her alive? Where is she? Take me to her.” 


“|—” Julius doesn’t know what to say. 


“And why should we do that, | suppose?” Beatrice asks, blunt. “Betty’s contractor has 
better things to be doing.” 


“Aw, are you jealous? You’re too sweet, Beako. But no! Don’t worry, Beako, Louis’ll 
never have a place in my heart. You’re safe.” Subaru spins around. “Now. She’s 
probably in one of these rooms, isn’t she?” 


Subaru starts throwing open doors—that’s what he’s looking for. He’s looking for Louis, 
and he’s close. 


“What are you going to do, Subaru?” Julius asks, and just a bit of his desperation leaks 
into his tone. 


Subaru throws Julius another glance. His eyes flash strangely in the light, eerie and 
bright. “Don’t sound so nervous, Julius,” he drawls. “I wouldn’t do anything to her that 
she doesn’t deserve.” 


“What did she do to you, | suppose?” Beatrice whispers quietly. 


“Didn’t you hear?” Subaru tosses open another door. It swings too wide too fast and 
slams against the wall with a BANG. Julius flinches. “She’s one of those creepy kids 
that doesn’t want to let go of her new toy.” 

“And you're the toy, | suppose,” Beatrice says lowly. 


Subaru walks to another door and grabs the handle. “I’m special edition,” he says. 
“One-of-a-kind!” 


“Wait—’” Julius throws out his hand. 


Subaru yanks open the door. “Oh, there you are,” he says, his voice suddenly ugly. 


Emilia and Anastasia whirl around. Louis, bound in Julius’ Shamac, beams around her 
gag. 

Her limbs are clouded in darkness—the binding is still effective, even though it is much 
less complete than Roy's. Where Roy was trapped in the dragon carriage using Yin 
Magic, Louis has just had her limbs bound, but it's clear she hasn't managed to escape 
or attack. Julius is too concerned by Subaru to be relieved. 


“Found you!” Subaru sing-songs. He turns to Emilia and Anastasia. “Why haven’t you 
killed her yet?” 


He’s so straightforward. Subaru is never this concise. 


“We...” Anastasia shakes her head. She looks pale. “This seems very outta-character 
for ya, Subaru. Surely ya can see that value of gatherin' information.” 


Subaru frowns. “Everything important she knows, she stole from me. If you’ve got any 
questions, go straight to the source! No use keeping her around.” 


“That can’t be entiiiirely true, Subaru,” Emilia objects. “I feel like she has to have 
sooome useful information...” 


“She’s a sin archbishop,” Julius adds. His voice doesn’t shake, but it’s close. “If she’s 
anything like the other two, she’s eaten many people. She’s an incredibly valuable 
resource.” 


Subaru hisses out a breath through his bared teeth. “Fine,” he says tightly. “What do 
you want to know?” 


Anastasia tilts her head. Eridna, around her neck, flicks her ears. Her fur is bristling, 
just a bit. “You’re offering to answer all the questions we could ask her?” 


Subaru shrugs. “Nah, | couldn't do that. I'll be your intermediary,” he says. “I always 
thought | would make a good diplomat.” 


“Really?” Beatrice asks skeptically. 
“Nope! I’d be a terrible diplomat.” Subaru raises one hand, making a symbol up near 
his cheek and grinning. It’s a cute pose. He drops it just as suddenly as he made it, and 


he fixes Anastasia with a blank stare. “I’m not joking about the intermediary stuff, 
though. What do you want me to ask?” 


“Are you sure you want to do this?” Emilia asks, worried. 

“Yeah, ya haven't exactly been the model of restraint aroun’ her,” Anastasia adds. 
Julius nods in agreement. He is completely sure this is a bad idea. 

Subaru juts out his chin. “Have you been having any luck?” 

Anastasia and Emilia both look away. “If you’re certain...” Emilia says. 


“Hah! Just leave it to me!” Subaru struts forwards and crouches down in front of Louis. 
“So? What’re your questions?” 


“We’d like ta know if she’s got anything on the witch cult’s movements,” Anastasia says 
slowly. 


“| can answer that for ya,” Subaru says. Julius can’t tell whether he’s copying Anastasia 
purposefully, or whether this is Subaru’s native accent come to light. Was Subaru 
originally from Kararagi—? No. It doesn’t matter now. 


Subaru continues. “She’s been trapped in the Hall of Memories for—a while.” 


“The hall of memories?” Julius echoes. He doesn’t recognise the name. 

“Haven't heard of it? It’s the pass-through to Od Laguna,” Subaru says. He makes a 
face. “Or something. Apparently she’s met a few people there.” Subaru pokes Louis in 
the forehead. “Isn’t that right?” 


Louis tilts her head. She can’t answer because of the gag. Her eyes are glossy-bright. 


“Even before that, | doubt she was very involved,” Subaru continues. “She’s an 
antisocial one. She’s way too obsessed with herself to care much about what everyone 
else was up to.” 


Louis makes a growling sound. “Oh?” Subaru asks archly. “Do you disagree? Speak 
up! | can’t hear you!” 


Louis makes a short, sharp sound, like half of a laugh. Subaru narrows his eyes and 
scowls. “If you have something to say, say it,” he demands. 


Louis rolls her eyes. 
Subaru grins victoriously and viciously. “That’s what | thought. 


The interplay is disturbing. All of this is disturbing. Julius’ skin crawls with ants. For all 
Subaru’s mysteries, Julius has never been afraid of him before now. 


“Maybe she’d be able to, er, speak up if she didn’t have the gag on?” Emilia suggests 
meekly. 


Subaru’s grin melts away. “Why should | remove it?” he asks, again strangely honest. 
He tilts his head. His emotions are clear on his face: he is genuinely uncomprehending 
of the suggestion. “She’s not going to say anything important. She’s a witch cultist. 
She’s insane.” 


“We can't prove that without trying, in fact,” Beatrice argues. 


“Can't prove a negative,” Subaru says, but he reaches over and grabs Louis’ gag. He 
pulls it off roughly. “Hey. Start talking.” 


Louis takes a deep breath. “You should give me something | waaant, tsu,” she says. 
“That’s Equivalent Exchange!” 


“White void, creepy smiling figure—I hate to admit it, but it adds up. You’ve already 
eaten my arm, though. It’s my turn to punch you in the face,” Subaru counters. 


“Give me your alchemy first!” Louis demands, maniacally delighted. She’s running with 
Subaru’s references easier than even Shaula had. “Give it give it give it, tsu!” 


“| told you—’” Subaru falls silent and takes a deep, strained breath. “You can keep your 
life for a bit longer. That’s something you want.” 


Louis hums. “Why haven’t you looped yet?” 
Subaru squints. “That’s not relevant to the conversation,” he says. 


“Stay on topic, | suppose,” Beatrice adds, making her way to Subaru and clutching at 
his cloak. “Or we'll gag you again, in fact.” 


“You have to have figured out at least this much, onii-chan,” Louis says, ignoring 
Beatrice entirely. Her eyes are fixed only on Subaru. “But you’re pretty slow, aren’t you, 
tsu?” 


Julius decides to interfere. “Perhaps we should gag her again,” he says, glancing at the 
others. 


“Yes,” Emilia agrees. “She’s just being mean.” 


Eridna makes a strange sound, like a cross between a cough and a bark. It’s startlingly 
inhuman, and for a moment Julius can’t tear his eyes away from her. “She’s talking a 
lot,” she says. “Is this not the opportunity we’ve been waiting for?” 


Julius manages to look up to Anastasia, who only hums contemplatively. 


He winces. There’s no accordance, then. Anastasia and the Subaru—er, Emilia camp. 
And Julius knows that Subaru will choose— 


—strangulation, apparently. 


Subaru’s hand is around Louis’ throat. He’s kneeling over her and pressing her to the 
ground, and Julius’ heart surges up into his throat. Beatrice tugs at Subaru’s cloak 
lightly. “I told you,” Subaru says, distant. 


“They'll all die, tsu!” Louis shrieks, shrill and whistley. 


Subaru presses down harder. “You think | haven’t fucking figured that out?” His other 
hand goes to join the first. 


“Subaru...” Emilia steps up towards him. 
“What's she talking about?” Eridna asks, calm. 
Louis wheezes. 

Subaru does not release her. 


“Subaru,” Emilia repeats, more insistent. Beatrice looks up at Subaru’s face, then back 
at the others. Her grip on Subaru’s cloak tightens, but she doesn’t move. 


“Should we—” Julius is frozen in place. He can’t move. This can’t—this can’t be real. 
Subaru would never— 


Louis’ eyes flutter closed. 
Subaru stares at her. 
“Subaru,” Beatrice says. She grabs his arms. Her hands are tiny. 


After a moment, Subaru glances down at her. He sits back on his heels, and Louis 
stays limp on the floor. 


“Did you...” Emilia can’t finish her sentence. 

“How...surprising,” Eridna says, with a strange tone to her voice. 

Terror. The tone is terror. 

“Hm.” Subaru looks at Louis, slumped over and clouded in the darkness of Shamac. 
“Yeah. She’s alive.” He flexes his hands. One is pale and bloodless, except for the 
places where he’s scratched or bit them raw and red. The other is just dark. “Ye of little 
faith. I’m not going to mess this up. There aren’t any chances to redo this.” 

It's surprising that she’s still alive. 

Julius is suddenly completely aware that he would have—did sit there and watch as 
Subaru strangled and killed a source of valuable information. Julius wouldn’t—didn’t— 


stop him. 


That means something, and Julius doesn’t know what it is. 


“Ah.” Eridna repositions herself on Anastasia’s shoulders. Anastasia strokes her fur. 
“What did she mean by they'll all die?” Eridna asks. 


“What're you asking me for? She’s insane,” Subaru says without enthusiasm. He’s still 
staring at Louis and flexing his hands, making the tendons stand out. 


“Ya seemed to know what she was talking about,” Anastasia notes. 


“You don’t—you don’t have to tell us, Subaru, | suppose,” Beatrice says quickly. She 
grabs one of Subaru’s hands and holds it in her own. 


“| don’t—” Subaru frowns down at Louis’ body. “We should kill her.” 


“This has to do with the taboo,” Eridna says slowly. Julius glances at her, fast, and her 
tail is flipping back and forth. 


“Don’t—’” Subaru rasps. “Don’t—I don’t know if—she—’” He squeezes his eyes shut 
and sits down suddenly. Under his breath, he mutters, “Maybe just a rundown. A 
CliffNotes version. To stop the questions.” 


“Is the miasma still affecting you, Subaru?” Beatrice says, loud. 
It is a clear diversion. Julius doesn’t speak up to stop it. 


“|—” Subaru looks up at her, startled. “Yeah. | can deal with it, though. I’m building up 
an immunity. Or it’s fading.” His eyes widen all of a sudden. “—ghk! Where’s Rem?” 


“She’s been with Ram this whole time,” Emilia answers, her tone thoughtful. She’s 
watching Subaru sharply. “Do you want to see her? It’s been almost an hour. | don’t 
think that’d be an intrusion.” 

Subaru swallows. “Ye—Yes, I’d like to see her.” 

Emilia looks at him for a moment. “Okay,” she says gently. “Let’s go, Subaru.” She 
grabs Subaru’s empty hand and pulls him up and tugs him towards the door. Subaru 
follows her obediently, and Beatrice trails behind them both. 


Beatrice knows something, Julius is certain. Beatrice knows something and Julius 
wants to help. He needs to— 


He raises his hand. “Wait,” he says quietly to Beatrice. “Do you mind if we have a short 
conversation? There are some things I'd like to discuss with you.” 


“Are you trying to steal my Beako?” Subaru asks, stopping in his tracks. He sounds like 
he’s joking. “You just got your spirits back! | know Beako is just too cute, but hands off!” 


“Subaru needn't worry, | suppose,” Beatrice says. She lets go of his hand. “Betty would 
not leave her contractor so easily, in fact. Still, Betty will hear him out, | suppose.” 


Subaru shrugs twitchily. His eyes dart between Julius and Beatrice. Julius smiles at 
him, attempting comfort. “My instincts say no,” Subaru says, “but my heart is torn—” 


Emilia tugs at him again. “Be proud, Subaru!” she urges. “Beatrice is growing up! Let 
her spread her wings!” 


Subaru takes a dramatic breath and then nods. “You're right,” he says, melodramatic. 
He lays one hand against his forehead. “Ah, | feel so bereft!” 


“Who even says that anymore?” Emilia counters, delighted. She makes eye contact 
with Julius for a fraction of a moment. 


“Ah! You got me!” Subaru yelps as Emilia pulls him outside the room. 


Julius looks at Beatrice. She stares back, the butterflies in her eyes moving ever so 
slightly. “We shall talk elsewhere, | suppose,” she says abruptly. 


“Leavin’ me on guard duty?” Anastasia saunters over towards Louis. “Well, I'll do it. 
Don’t take too long, now.” 


Julius inclines his head. Beatrice hmphs and heads out the door. He catches up with 
her quickly. 


“You want to ask about Subaru, | suppose,” Beatrice says astutely. She’s walking fast, 
and she’s not looking at him. “We should find someplace private, in fact.” 


“Yes,” Julius says, keeping his voice low. He hesitates, then takes the lead. “The 
balcony should be private enough.” 


Beatrice nods, and follows. 


*Chapter 2*: Asterisms 


Betty is silent as Julius leads her down the hallway. 


He’s heading down towards the wall. There are no more rooms this way, so Betty has 
no idea where he’s going. Perhaps he’s assuming that no one would go this far down a 
dead end. 


Julius stops a bit before the end. He crouches down in front of a seemingly-random 
spot. 


“What are you doing, | suppose?” Betty asks with a frown. 


Julius glances over at her, then presses his fingers on the wall. No—through the wall. 
It's an illusionary wall. Betty’s frown deepens. 


“It's through here,” Julius says finally. He gets down on his hands and knees and crawls 
through the wall. 


Betty watches him disappear. 


She’s not quite sure why she’s coming with him. She knows what he wants to ask 
about—she knows that he wants information about Subaru, in fact. 


He’s a member of a rival camp. Betty should not be cooperating with him. 


Yet—of all the people here, Betty suspects that Julius may have the final pieces of 
insight for Betty. He’s been watching Subaru too, Betty has seen. He hasn’t been doing 
it is long as Betty has—it’s only been since the loss of his name, Betty suspects, 
because the visceral emotion in which he stares after Subaru sometimes has the raw 
edge of a new wound. It’s quite bothersome. 


Still Julius hasn’t seen everything, and Betty doubts that he knows what he’s seeing. 


But Betty doesn’t really know what she’s seeing, either, and so maybe this will prove to 
be a useful detour, in fact. 


Does Betty want someone else to know the things she knows, though? Does she want 
to tell someone about how Subaru wakes up frantic and shaking in the middle of the 
night? How he scratches and scratches and sobs and how she can’t do anything about 


it? 

No. 

Betty will stick to the bigger picture, then. She'll keep it short. She knows there’s an 
opportunity here, in this tower, where the witch can’t reach Subaru. There’s an 
opportunity and Betty has to take it, because she doubts this opportunity will surface 
again, and because Subaru isn’t going to take the opportunity himself. 

If Subaru can’t do it, Betty will do it for him. That is their contract, in fact. 


Betty has been staring at this fake wall for too long. She bends over and trots through 
it. 

When the darkness clears, Betty is outside. She blinks, taken aback, and looks around. 
It's a balcony of sorts, and along the railings are birds of all types. They watch her, 
eerily calm. 


Betty watches them back. 


“These birds are not normal, in fact,” she comments finally. 


When Betty glances at Julius, he’s eying them. He looks disquieted but not overly so. 
He’s seen them before. “Indeed,” he says. “I do not know the reason for their behavior.” 


“Perhaps it’s something to do with the dragon, | suppose,” Betty muses. She stares at 
Julius levelly. “What did you want to talk about, in fact?” 
Betty needs to know what Julius knows, and what Julius thinks he needs to know. 


Julius smiles at her. “You know Subaru’s speech and mannerisms best,” he says. 


“Stop beating around the bush, | suppose,” Betty growls. She didn’t come here for 
troublesome, vague build-up. 


“Exactly.” Julius nods. “You’ve taken that idiom from him, haven’t you? Surely you’ve 
deduced something that you haven’t shared.” 


“And why would | share it with you, in fact?” Betty demands. She wants a good answer. 
This is important, in fact. 


Julius inclines his head. “We may be on opposing sides of the selection, but | do want 
to help Subaru. He has been of great assistance to me, and | have a large amount of 
respect for him.” 


“So? Why should Betty talk to you? Why should she not talk to Emilia?” Betty pushes. 
She doesn’t want flowery words that could apply to anyone. Subaru has assisted 
practically everyone he’s met. He’s brilliant! Everyone has a large amount of respect for 
him! Betty is sure of this! 


“The fact that you’re even hearing me out shows that you’ve already made up your 
mind, does it not?” Julius counters. “And | have been paying attention as well.” 


Betty hmphs and turns away. Julius scored a point there, so to speak. Bothersome. 
“Betty’s interest is not so easily won and held.” 


“He’s been forgotten too, correct?” 
Betty looks at Julius sharply. “And what do you mean by that, | suppose?” 


Julius frowns and looks down. He doesn’t sound certain. “The way he talks—and acts... 
Sometimes it—it seems like me.” 


Betty crosses her arms. Julius is right, in fact. He’s right, and Betty didn’t think he’d 
noticed it. Betty herself hadn’t been certain that was what she was seeing until now, 
and Betty is Betty. If anyone would be certain, it would be Betty. 


“Desperate projecting, | suppose,” she dismisses, instead of capitulating. She can’t 
quite make her tone sharp enough to match her words. 


“No, I’m right, aren’t I.” Julius looks back up at her. His gaze is steady. “His challenge to 
me, a year ago—it was rather like my challenge to Reid.” 


“One coincidence cannot be proof, in fact,” Betty denies. If this is all Julius has for her, 
she should leave, right? He hasn't put as many things together as she has. He’s 
clutching at straws. He’s fumbling around blindly, in fact. 


Julius exhales. “Tell me I’m right.” 

Betty stares at him. He’s begging, she realises. 

Suddenly she’s angry. Is he sad? Is he scared? How dare he? Betty’s been—it’s been 
more than a year! Why should she tell him the answers when she doesn’t even have 


them all herself, in fact? What sort of meddlesome fool—? 


“Why?” she asks him, harsh. “Why should | do that? What would it do? All Betty has 
are breadcrumbs, gathered in the dark! Useless!” 


That wasn’t what Betty had meant to say. Something wet rolls down her cheek. Betty’s 
eyes burn. She lifts up her hand and touches the slick tear-trail, startled. “There is 
nothing | can do, | suppose,” she whispers. 


Violently, she rubs away her tears. 


“Perhaps—’ Julius swallows. His face is pale. “Perhaps you'll find it easier to work 
together.” 


Betty puts her hand out behind her, finding the railing. She leans heavily against it. The 
birds take off suddenly in a great loud flurry of feathers and wingbeats. 


Into the silence left behind, Betty says, “He speaks of death like he knows it, | 
suppose.” 


Julius exhales heavily. 


“You are right in that Betty pays attention to her contractor's mannerisms, in fact,” Betty 
continues, quiet. Her voice sounds like it’s coming from far away. She stares up at the 
sky, and it’s burning a brilliant, unnatural blue. “And you are right in that he shares 
some with your own. Betty noticed it first, in fact. He is occasionally overfamiliar in a 
way similar to your interactions with your master, | suppose. 


“He is overfamiliar in general, | suppose,” Betty huffs. Fondness is creeping into her 
tone, and she doesn’t care enough to stop it. “But there are other things to consider as 
well. For example, Subaru’s exceptional timing, in fact.” 


“His defeat of the Sloth Archbishop was...strange,” Julius admits. 


Betty nods. She wasn’t there for that, but she can guess what Julius is talking about. 
That odd moment in Priestella, when Subaru squeezed her hand tight enough to break 
it, then muttered to himself, then fell completely silent. It was bizarre, in fact. Betty had 
overlooked it at first, too caught up in the way he’d suddenly known the specifics of the 
witch cult’s next attack. 


“Yes, in fact,” Betty confirms. “Julius was not there, but Betty has noticed such things 
happen after that event, | suppose. And...” She hesitates. This, Julius has likely 
noticed, but she doubts he knows the extent. “He knows things that he should not.” 


Julius shifts. “So—you think he has some sort of precognition?” 


It's a good guess. Betty hopes it’s an accurate one, in fact. She suspects that it isn’t. 
She shifts forwards off the rail and laces her hands together. “Betty does not know, | 
suppose. But it is of the incredibly cruel sort, if it is. And—” 


She stops and looks away. There are too many things to follow the and with, and all of 
them are not things that Betty particularly wants to say. 

Julius pieces the rest of it together by himself. “If he has precognition, then why is he 
so erratic right now? Why did he let his memories disappear? Why did he let—” 


He can’t finish the sentence, but Betty knows what he wanted to say. It is obvious, in 
fact. She nods. “Exactly, | suppose. It does not make sense, in fact.” 


The sun is going down. Darkness is falling over the tower. It visibly catches Julius’ 
attention for a moment. It’s understandable, Betty supposes. In the tower, there is no 
sky, no stars, no rise and fall of the sun. There are no stars now, either. If Betty stares 
up too long, she can see a purplish distortion in the sky. It’s the stink of the witch’s 
miasma, cloaking the tower, she knows. She can smell it, ever present and familiar. 


The stench has lessened. The miasma is dissipating slowly. It will continue to do so, 
Betty knows, as time scrubs away the trail of the witch’s presence. 


“Time does not pass...” Julius mutters to himself, quiet. 


Betty tilts her head. The phrase sticks in her mind strangely. Julius must be referencing 
the strange passage of time in the tower—how it seems nonexistent without the rise 
and fall of the night. “What are you saying, | suppose?” 


Julius stares, unfocused, out to the horizon. “I...don’t know,” he admits, sounding 
disquieted. “It’s getting late.” 


Betty scowls at the dismissal. Julius was the one who wanted to come out here! She 
should be the one dismissing him! Presumptuous! “Are you satisfied, | suppose?” 


Julius smiles at her tightly. “You have my gratitude.” 
“Betty does not want your gratitude, | suppose,” Beatrice says. “Betty wants—” 


She cuts herself off and then hmphs to herself. “Let us go, | suppose.” She glides past 
Julius, ducking down to pass back towards the inside of the tower. 


He doesn’t follow her immediately. 
Betty doesn’t wait for him. 


Instead she walks down the hallway at a fast clip. She’d like to find Subaru, now that 
it's getting late. He needs to sleep, in fact. He must be exhausted, after all this. 


She stops and peers into the rooms she knows may be occupied. It’s fewer rooms than 
she'd have to check than when they first arrived at the tower, but it’s still not a small 
amount. Of all the floors, Alcyone recieved the least damage in the battle with the 
mabeasts and witch cultists. 


Betty catches sight of Anastasia and Eridna in one room, and then Meili and scorpion- 
Shaula in another, and finally Patrasche asleep in the Green Room. No Emilia, no 
Rem, no Ram, and no Subaru. 


She stops when she’s made it to the staircases down to Celaeno and up to Taygeta. 
She only has one final guess for where they might be. 


Betty sighs heavily, then clambers up the staircase to Taygeta. 


The staircase to Taygeta luckily isn’t as long as the one up to Elektra, but Betty is still 
incredibly annoyed by the time she makes it to the top. Betty does not like walking 
around like this! Subaru is going to carry her back down. She'll trick him into doing it, in 
fact. 


—Betty doesn’t like the Library of Taygeta. 


Betty shakes her head, tearing her gaze away from the stacks and stacks of monotone 
tomes. She tilts her head, listening for the low murmur of conversation. Betty would 
rather not walk through the maze-like library of finished lives if she doesn’t have to. 


Betty doesn’t want to be wandering aimlessly around another library again. 
She can hear the others now, though—they’re here. 
Betty sighs. How bothersome. Subaru, Rem, Ram, Emilia—they’re all so troublesome. 


Betty starts forwards. She walks fast, not looking at the books. She doesn’t want to 
read any of the names. She doesn’t want to look around and see only bookshelves 
surrounding her. 


Instead Betty focuses on the sound of voices ahead of her. There were never any 
voices in the library—except her own, and every now and then the harsh voice of a 
visitor. And then, towards the end, there was Subaru. 


Betty turns the corner, and there the group sits. Subaru and Rem are talking quietly. 


“—know,” Subaru is saying. “That’s definitely why Ram keeps getting headaches.” 


“Ram’s headaches have lessened,” Ram interjects. “If this is Barasu’s doing, he should 
cease immediately. Ram does not need his ill-mannered attempts at coddling.” 


Subaru’s gaze skitters away. “Figured you’d be happy with me cleaning up my own 
messes.” 


Ram snorts, then winces imperceptibly. “Good. Barasu should know better than to 
touch anything of Ram’s unless she gives her explicit permission.” 


Subaru sighs. “Yes, yes.” He turns back to Rem. “Yeah, they might come back, but they 
don’t have to. I’ll be happy with any Rem! And Ram will love her sister no matter what.” 


“In this case, Ram will let Barasu’s presumptuous behavior pass,” Ram says. “It is 
true.” 


Betty clears her throat. 


Everyone in the group turns to look at her. “It is getting late, | suppose,” Betty says. 
“You all need sleep, in fact.” 


Emilia stands. “Beatrice is right. You three must be exhausted! Oh, | hope you aren’t 
too fatigued...” 


“Who even says fatigued even more?” Subaru asks with a grin. He stands up, too, and 
brushes himself. “I am pretty tuckered out. Thanks, Beako. You’re always taking such 
good care of me.” 


“Subaru needs it, | suppose,” Betty snorts. She shifts focus to Rem and Ram, who 
have both stood up. Rem is watching Betty warily, but the overt hostility from earlier is 
gone. Betty knows from a glance that Rem’s memory hasn’t yet turned. Betty is not so 
tactless to complain about that, although she can’t help but be disappointed by the fact. 
Betty never knew Rem very well, but she is deeply aware of how much Subaru cares 
for her, and how much Rem cared for Subaru. 


“It is good to see you both awake, in fact,” she says instead. “Betty will not mind getting 
to know this new Rem, | suppose.” 


“Exactly!” Subaru says, nodding enthusiastically. “All Rems are great Rems!” 


Rem looks taken aback by Subaru’s genuinity. She glances at Ram. Betty can read her 
expression perfectly—she’s wondering whether Subaru is normal. 


Betty raises her chin. Subaru is not normal. Subaru is much better than normal, albeit 
incredibly aggravating at times. Rem will learn this—relearn this—soon. 


“Barasu’s talent with words continues to be minimal,” Ram drones, sweeping by Betty 
towards the exit. 


“I’m a decent wordsmith,” Subaru says, feigning offense. “Il can rap pretty good! Beako, 
back me up! You heard Liliana and I, right?” 


“Pretty good is not proper grammar, in fact.” Betty grabs onto Subaru’s cloak as he 
passes by. He bends down and picks her up easily with an extra little spin. Perched on 
his shoulders, Betty pats the top of his head. 


“Subaru’s speech to Priscilla was incredibly rousing!” Emilia says, her tone of voice 
supportive. She trots to catch up with Subaru, who’s slowed to let Rem join Ram at the 
front. 


“Aw, shucks.” Subaru looks away, all embarrassed. “That was really—” He shakes his 
head suddenly and slaps his cheeks. “No! | promised myself I’d have some self- 


respect! That was a really cool speech, me! Completely off the cuff! Definitely could’ve 
gone worse!” 


“Subaru is right, | suppose,” Betty agrees, now patting his red cheeks. “Please do not 
slap yourself again, in fact.” 


“Aw, Beako, are you worried for me? Don’t be! My perfectly average face won't be 
messed up by such a simple movement!” Subaru says it like he’s bragging. “It’s sturdy! 
My face can take a lot of abuse!” 


“Perverted Barasu,” Ram comments. “Pay no attention to him, sister.” 


“Subaru’s face is nooot perfectly average!” Emilia argues, peering at him. “It’s very 
strange! I’ve not seen many other faces like it!” 


“Uh, thanks? That didn’t really feel like a compliment.” 


“It's not a bad thing!” Emilia reassures Subaru hurriedly. She then proceeds to not 
elaborate. 


“See, when you just say that and don’t explain, it feels like you’re just humoring me...” 
Subaru trails off. 


They pass out of the library. Betty relaxes a bit. She feels more settled in herself, 
outside of the library. She feels less like she’s going to drift away, forgotten and 
unwanted and unloved, just waiting and waiting and waiting and waiting. 


Subaru’s hands wrap around Betty’s legs as he starts to descend the stairs. Betty holds 
on a bit tighter. When she leans around to look at his face, he looks pale. 


“Barasu is fishing for compliments, now, sister,” Ram explains importantly, raising her 
voice loud enough for Betty and Subaru to hear. 


“Does he do that often?” Rem asks slowly. Belatedly she adds, “Sister.” 
“Sister isn’t quite the same,” Subaru mutters. “It’s weird without the sing-song.” 


“Yes, | suppose,” Betty agrees, even though she doesn’t think Subaru meant for her to 
hear that. “But it matches the outfit change, in fact.” 


“New speech patterns for new character designs?” Subaru hums thoughtfully. He slows 
down and passes carefully by a hole in the staircase. “I didn’t get any new ticks, 
though. Well, there was the amnesia arc.” 


“Betty is glad that is over, in fact,” Betty says. She knows what amnesia means, and 
arc is familiar enough for her to guess that Subaru is referring to his amnesia incident. 
“Although all Subarus are good Subarus, | suppose.” 


Subaru laughs. “Turning my own words against me! Beako’s kindness is so cruel!” 
“Don’t be mean, Beatrice!” Emilia says. 


“You were the one who was just calling Subaru’s face strange, in fact,” Betty points out 
indignantly. 


“It was in a positive way!” Emilia argues. “Like—when you see a very cute animal!” 


“Now you’re just rubbing salt into the wound,” Subaru complains. “I know I’ve been 
working to be more self-confident, but did you have to test it so soon?” 


“A very, very cute animal,” Emilia says. “Like a little puppy! One with squinty eyes, but 
who’s reeeally cute when he’s happy!” 


“Yes,” Ram agrees. 


Subaru almost stumbles on the stairs. He catches his footing, stopping a bit too close 
to the edge. For a moment, he stops breathing, staring blankly at the drop. Betty combs 
her hands through his hair and he straightens up and moves as far away from the edge 
as he can get. 


“Was that a compliment, Ram?” Subaru asks. 
“Subaru is a dog,” Ram elaborates. 

“Loyal and cute!” Emilia says brightly. 

“Mangy and flea-filled,” Ram says at the same time. 
“That makes more sense,” Subaru admits. 


They reach the end of the staircase. Subaru takes the last few steps down quickly, 
jolting Betty around a bit. Betty doesn’t complain. Instead she points towards the 
hallway through Alcyone. “Go, | suppose.” 


Subaru laughs and starts forwards. Emilia keeps up with him. Rem and Ram stay 
behind for a moment. “Yes, my noble knight!” Subaru shouts. 


“Betty is not a knight, in fact!” Betty argues. “Betty is a great spirit, | suppose!” 


“Yet another compliment trashed by the cultural barrier,” Subaru complains, pushing 
open the door to the Green Room. 


“Oh!” Emilia snaps her fingers. “Like when you called me a fairy!” 


“That's a great compliment where | come from,” Subaru says seriously. He sees 
Patrasche in the room and starts to turn around. “Someone should tell me if there are 
any more unexpected insults like that.” 


“How would we know, | suppose?” Betty huffs. She tugs on Subaru’s hair the same way 
one would tug a ground dragon’s reins. “Subaru should sleep here, | suppose.” 


Subaru stops and lifts Betty off his shoulders. He places her onto the ground delicately 
and she smooths her skirts. “Subaru must be very tired, in fact,” Betty explains. “He is 
still injured, | suppose. This spirit can help, in fact.” 


“Beatrice is right,” Emilia says. She grabs Subaru’s shoulders and gently pushes him 
down to the ground. “Subaru should get some rest.” 


Subaru flops back and starts tearing out pieces of grass. He blinks and then says, 
“Wait, sorry, spirit.” He releases the grass. “Well, | can’t argue against your combined 
adorableness. It’s just too blinding!” 


Betty nods smugly. “Betty is very cute, | suppose.” She sits down next to Subaru, her 
skirt puffing out. 


Emilia glances at Betty. They make eye contact. Betty knows what Emilia is thinking; if 
too many people are in the room at once, the spirit’s healing powers may be 
diminished. But they’re both aware that Subaru probably won't sleep after what 
happened today, unless there’s someone there to force him to rest. Betty nods. 


Emilia puffs out her cheeks, then exhales heavily. “See you tomorrow, Subaru!” she 
chirps with a beautiful smile. “Make sure you rest well, because it’s probably going to 
be preeeetty busy, and you’re deeefinitely all tuckered out now!” 


“Adios, Emilia-tan!” Subaru waves. 


“Good-bye, | suppose,” Betty adds charitably. 


Emilia vanishes out of the room. Patrasche stands up and crosses the room, too, her 
considerable bulk a dark shadow against the green. She stops in front of them. 


Betty stands back up on her tip-toes, grabbing at Patrasche’s saddlebags. Subaru 
starts to sit up and she whirls around and makes an inarticulate sound at him. 


Subaru laughs and collapses back down. 


Betty turns back to the saddlebags. She manages to wrestle one open and pulls out 
some rations. She tilts up her chin smugly, flashing Patrasche one of her favorite new 
gestures—a thumbs up. 


Patrasche chitters, then moves on to the door. She pauses there and makes a low 
sound. 


“You’re leaving too, Patrasche?” Subaru calls from the ground. “Guess | can’t stop 
you...And you’ve been in this room all day. Don’t get into too much trouble!” 


Patrasche snorts and then makes her exit. 
Subaru sighs and closes his eyes. “—too much,” he mutters. 


Betty doesn’t say anything, instead simply sitting down besides Subaru. She’s used to 
hearing fragments of Subaru’s thoughts spoken aloud, in fact. Sometimes she'll ask. 
Sometimes she won't. 


“Eat,” Betty demands, giving Subaru the rations. He sits up and accepts them 
begrudgingly. 


Subaru takes a listless bite, then visibly recognises his hunger and scarfs up the rest. 
Betty hmphs cutely in satisfaction. Subaru is difficult to take care of, oftentimes, but 
ultimately rewarding. 


There are dark smudges under Subaru’s eyes. Now that he’s still, Betty can see where 
his wounds aren't all healed. “Get some rest, in fact,” Betty says. “You’ve been through 
a lot, | suppose.” 


“I’m not going to be able to sleep at all,” Subaru says. He leans back, though, and as 
Betty watches, the spirit starts to shift the vegetation around him to be more 
comfortable. Subaru doesn’t comment. Betty doubts he’s noticed. 


“Hm.” Betty grabs Subaru’s hand. His eyes flutter closed. Already his breathing starts to 
even out. 


Subaru is completely exhausted, in fact. Betty stifles a sigh. Troublesome indeed. 


She’s tired too, in fact. She won’t sleep now, though. Betty will cover Subaru’s 
weakness. She makes herself comfortable sitting down. She keeps watch. 


“Julius,” Anastasia calls, trotting to catch up with him. 


Julius turns around, mildly surprised. It’s early, and he thought he was the first one up. 
He’d been standing at the staircases between Taygeta and Celaeno and surveying the 
damage. Julius suspects they won't be able to traverse the tower much longer; the 
staircases are crumbling, and there are some holes in the floor around him. It looks 
very dangerous. 


“Anastasia,” Julius greets. He should be eager, he knows, but he can only feel uneasy. 
This Anastasia doesn’t know him at all. She has no reason to trust him. Their 
relationship is a distant one. 


While Eridna knows him better, she actively decided to hide from him. Julius can’t help 
but feel distant towards her, too. 


“| was wonderin’ whether you’d be down for a chat,” Anastasia says, cheerful and 
careful underneath. She’s smiling at him, professional yet nice and warm. It’s her trade- 
making smile. 


Julius smiles back, just as nice and warm. “Always.” 


“Good.” Anastasia nods briskly. She turns on her heel and heads back to the hallway, 
leading Julius away. 


They stop in a seemingly random room—it has some light damage, but nothing too 
alarming. Anastasia closes the door. “I’m gonna be honest,” she says, “I’m havin’ a 
hard time wrappin’ my head around the idea that I’ve got a knight like ya.” 


Julius’ smile changes into something a bit more genuine. “It’s true, | assure you,” he 
says. “I’m loyal to you, Lady Anastasia.” 


“Right,” says Anastasia. “So I'd like ta get ta know ya.” 


Julius looks around the room. The rooms in the watchtower are strange; some are full 
of elaborate furniture and some are completely empty. This one is in-between. It has an 
old, threadbare carpet and a few simple chairs. 


He walks over and picks one up and offers it to Anastasia, who takes it with a pleased 
grin. Julius pulls another chair for himself and sits down, straight across from her. 
“What would you like to know?” 


“Hm.” Anastasia leans back and stroke’s Eridna’s fur like she hasn't already planned all 
of this out. Julius suspects she has—no, he knows she has. Anastasia always plans 
her important meetings out, especially when she has more complete control, like she 
does here. “How’d we meet?” 


“| was there when we learned you were eligible for the Royal Election,” Julius says 
honestly. It’s a good question. Julius can push past the strange feeling of explaining a 
memory to someone who was there. It’s worth the discomfort. 


“We were discussing a business deal,” Julius continues, “between the Hoshin Trading 
Company and the Juukulius family, and | was quite admiring of you. When we learned 
that you were a Dragon Maiden, | volunteered to be your knight.” 


“Really?” Anastasia leans forwards. She doesn’t believe this is the whole story, Julius 
knows. She’s not showing it, though. She just seems fascinated. “Just like that?” 


Julius looks down, mildly embarrassed. “You had no knight, and helping you was 
certainly the chivalric thing to do. Besides, you were very kind to—’” He stops. He’s not 
quite sure who she was kind to. She was kind to someone, certainly. He seems to have 
forgotten who. 


“Kind to?” 


Julius frowns. “I’m not certain. | appear to have forgotten.” He rakes through his 
memory. The image of a purple-haired boy, still and silent and startling foreign, wells 
up. Julius’ head hurts. He says, “Please excuse my faltering.” 


Anastasia nods thoughtfully. She knows what this implies, same as Julius. She moves 
past it quickly enough. “Alright. Like, dislikes? Beliefs? Family, friends?” 


Julius tilts his head. “I like tometos,” he says ruminatively. He knows what Anastasia is 
doing. Easy questions first. “I like vegetables and dislike meats. | like history, too. | am 
incredibly proud of my title of Greatest Knight, and | dislike those who would spit upon 
chivalry. | believe that living for what one wants to live for is important, and embracing 
oneself even more so.” 


He pauses. “My parents are both dead. My adoptive father is the closest thing to blood 
family | know of. | have been told that | have another brother named Joshua, but he 
has been taken by the Sleeping Beauty Syndrome. Friends... | consider you my friend, 
along with Ricardo, Mimi, Hetaro, and Tivey. In fact, I’d consider you my family, along 
with my spirit maidens.” 


Anastasia smiles at him, simultaneously pleasant and pleased. “Who else?” she asks. 
Julius knows what Anastasia is doing now, too. 


Something like disappointment swells up Julius’ throat. He laces his fingers together. 
He should’ve expected this. This is what he’d do if he were in Anastaisa’s situation, he 
reminds himself. This is simply the logical thing to do. 


“| am quite close with both Reinhard Van Astrea and Felis Argyle,” Julius says, clinical 
in tone. He forcibly smooths his voice into something more conversational. “I have 
encountered both Vincent Vollachia and Cecilus Segmunt. | have a rocky relationship 
with both of them. | would not consider them friends, nor allies, but under the correct 
circumstances | believe that we could work together towards the same goal. Of 
course,” and here Julius’ smile tilts into something more wry, “they have no memory of 


” 


me. 


“Only Subaru does,” Anastasia says. She says it like it’s simply an idle thought. The 
way she’s watching him says it’s not. Eridna, around her neck, is completely still. 


“Only Subaru does,” Julius repeats. He watches her back. Yes, this is what she’s been 
getting at this whole time. Subaru is of course the biggest unknown. “I would consider 
him my friend as well. Our relationship had a very rocky start, but he is someone that | 
respect greatly.” 


Anastasia’s eyes are half-lidded, like a cat. Julius looks at her steadily. “My loyalty is to 
you, first and foremost,” he says. 


Anastasia smiles, slow and lazy and content. “I see ya know me well,” she observes. 
“I’m happy ta hear it.” She pauses, staring at him intently. 


Waiting. 
Julius knows this technique, too. He stays silent. 
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Anastasia blinks, then stands. “I’ve gotta start gettin people up fer the group meetin’, 
she says. 


Julius stands, too. 


“I'd like ta trust ya, Julius,” Anastasia says frankly, pausing by the door. “I’m sure ya 
understand why it’s hard for me, but I’d really like for us ta be close. If there’s anything 
ya think ya should tell me, then please do so.” 


Julius smiles. “Thank you, but I’m sure that anything that you need to know will come 
up naturally,” he demurs. “Besides what I’ve already told you, of course.” 


Anastasia nods. “Alright then.” She walks away. 

Julius watches her walk away. He turns back to staring at the damage. 
The tower is completely silent, but for Anastasia’ echoing footsteps. 
Julius has never heard anything like it. 

A rock crumbles, then falls. 


It's only a tiny shower of dust, but it is so loud in the stillness. 


It's odd. When Julius first saw this tower, he’d thought nothing could destroy it. It 
seemed completely separated from space and time, a relic from ages long past—well, 
until Shaula started talking. Then it took on a distinctly familiar flavor. 


That flavor being like Subaru. 


Julius isn’t sure whether he believes Subaru isn’t related to Shaula in some way. They 
clearly have—had a shared origin of sorts. Their dialogue was fast and similar. Yet 
Subaru directly claimed to have no relation to her or the Sage, and Julius read no lie on 
his expressive-as-ever face. 


There’s always the chance of memories being lost, of course—of Subaru having been 
the Sage, and then forgetting it. Yet Subaru wouldn’t be able to continue his strange 
references without his memories. 


—Unless it’s tied to his possible prescience? 


No, Beatrice said she thought it was something else. Her points were accurate, too. 
Subaru isn’t—Subaru can’t be the type of person to have the ability to see the future 
and then only selectively use it. Nor is he the type of person to hide that ability so well 
—he is good at avoiding questions, Julius knows, but Subaru is not a good liar. 


Julius has never heard of prescience that would work to this extent, either. Such an 
ability—it would be incredibly powerful, and surely it would make an impact on history. 
Yet there is no such record. 


This mystery is frustrating. Julius thought Beatrice would be able to help, but all he 
received for his efforts were more questions. It’s frustrating, too, because Subaru is 
very clearly being hurt by this ability, and Julius wants to help him. 


Louis knows something. Louis could answer Julius’ questions. 


Julius strikes the thought from his mind. Perhaps Louis could answer his questions, but 
she certainly wouldn’t. And even if she would, Julius should not stoop so low as to ask 
an archbishop for answers. Especially not one of Gluttony. 


It shall remain a mystery, then. A terrifying one, when Julius thinks about it too much. 
He can see no solution to this puzzle, no answer to this mystery—no connection 
between these dots. 


That is why Anastasia questioned him, Julius knows. Subaru is a mystery, and he’s a 
volatile one. Not only that, but Subaru has also made it clear he has no love for Eridna. 
And Julius is, in Anastasia’s eyes, connected more to Subaru than herself. 


She’s afraid Julius will side with Subaru in favor of her. 
Her fear is not a baseless one. 


Julius wouldn’t do that, though. He is a knight, and though he knows that only Subaru 
has any memories of his accomplishments, Julius has sworn to live as he did before. 
No—better than he did before. 


Before, Julius wanted to be a knight—the greatest knight—due to his own shame. Now 
it is simply because he likes being a knight, and he wants to be the best at it. Perhaps 
more than that—he wants to live up to the person he can be, and the person Suba— 
the person that other people think he can be. 


It's selfish of him, he knows. Yet he can’t help but take pride in his resolution. It feels 
right. 


—Julius still doesn’t want to have to choose sides, though. He wishes someone would 
make it easy for him. 


He stares up at the staircase to Taygeta for a moment longer before he heaves a sigh. 
He should probably go join the meeting, now. It’s likely Anastasia has already gathered 
everyone there. 


Julius turns and leaves. 


The meeting room doesn't take too long to find—it’s the same one they used last time. 
Julius is the last person there. Anastasia waves him over to sit next to her. Emilia 
smiles at him from his other side. Subaru, across the table, sticks out his tongue, which 
Julius has learned is his form of a Julius-specific greeting. 


a” 


“Thank y'all fer comin’,” Anastasia says once Julius is settled. She’s stroking Eridna’s 
fur. Julius recognises it as her nervous tick. Eridna would do it when she was 
Anastasia, too. She continues, “I think it’s pretty clear that we’re gonna have ta leave 
the tower soon.” 


“Yes,” Emilia agrees. “It’s unstable and we’re running out of food.” 


“Can't we just eat the mabeasts?” Subaru asks. He’s sitting close to Rem, who glances 
at him in a wary way. Beatrice is sitting in his lap. His chin is resting on her head and 
his hands are coiled in her springy hair, braiding it and unbraiding it. He’s fidgeting. He 
looks like he didn’t get much sleep. 

“Disgusting, Barasu,” Ram says. 

“’m not quite sure where the comma was in that sentence,” Subaru mutters listlessly. 


“Ram's right, | suppose,” Beatrice says. “We cannot stay here forever. And the tower is 
crumbling, in fact. We should leave before the staircases are gone, | suppose.” 


Subaru combs out a braid harshly, pulling Beatrice’s head to the side. He winces. She 
seems utterly unaffected. Used to it. “Sorry,” Subaru mutters. 


“What do we need to take with us?” Julius asks, redirecting the conversation. “We have 
some rations left, and we must keep at least one of the Archbishops of Greed with us 
for interrogation purposes.” 


“Not Louis,” Subaru requests quickly. 


Julius hesitates, for a moment, and then scolds himself for his hesitation. Julius can’t 
be certain that everyone’s memories of him would return even if Roy was killed. From 
an information-gathering standpoint, too, this is the better decision. “Anyone disagree?” 


No one speaks up. 
Julius hesitates one more moment. 
Roy stays alive, then. 


“Roy it is,” Julius says. “As he is already thoroughly sealed, his transportation should 
be relatively simple.” 


Emilia hums and raises her hand to her chin. “We won’t be able to use the carriage, 
though.” 


“We would not be able to use the carriage if Louis was there either, in fact,” Beatrice 
counters swiftly. Subaru nods fervently. 


Julius dips his head in acknowledgement. “Then the question is whether there is 
anything else we should take with us.” 


Eridna’s head raises. “You speak of the books of the dead.” 


“And Volcanica’s blood,” Emilia adds. “We came here to find a cure for the Sleeping 
Beauty syndrome and a solution for Capella’s victims, remeeember?” 


“I don’t know whether Volcanica’s blood will be a real miracle cure,” Anastasia admits. 
“Doesn't it have ta be blood from the dragon’s heart?” 


“It may not be as effective, but surely Volcanica’s blood will have some powerful 
properties,” Julius says. This is Volcanica, after all. The idea of taking the great 
dragon’s blood is disrespectful, to say the least, but Julius can’t say his feelings 
towards any historical icons are particularly positive at the moment. 


“And you thiiink that big lizard’s just gonna let you take it?” Meili scoffs. She’s sitting on 
the other side of Subaru, and Julius can see her watching him almost warily. 


“He lacks awareness,” Eridna says blunty. “He may not resist at all.” 


“Sooo we should have a group of people go and take that before we leave,” Emilia 
concludes happily. 


“lll come,” Julius volunteers immediately. He and Emilia are currently the strongest 
members of the group, so he should be there in case Volcanica does react violently. 


Julius hopes it won’t come to that, though. If drawing some of Volcanica’s blood is 
disrespectful, then fighting the great dragon directly would surely be sacrilegious. It 
would be like fighting Reid Astrea—oh, but Julius already did that multiple times, didn’t 
he? And Julius would like to relieve some of his frustration. He has lots of frustration. 
Punching a senile old lizard who was supposed to be a deity who'd solve all of Julius’ 
problems certainly would relive Julius — 


No. Julius is not going to incite a fight with the dragon. Even if it would undoubtedly be 
incredib—No. No. 


“?’m going,” Emilia says, and Julius abruptly tunes back into the conversation. He shall 
leave fantasizing about grinding Volcanica into the dirt for another time. Ahem. For 
never. 


This is definitely the miasma’s fault. 


Julius nods belatedly. Emilia should go with the group. Volcanica follows her 
instructions, after all. 


No one argues against Emilia, and she sits back in her seat with a satisfied tilt of her 
chin. 


“I'd like to go too,” Meili chimes in. 

“lll pass,” Subaru says after a moment. His eyes skitter from face to face. “I’m giving 
up my one chance to see a bigass dragon, but he’d just pale in comparison to 
Patrasche’s glory.” 


“Betty will stay with her contractor, | suppose,” Beatrice decides. 


“Eridna and | will be goin’ too,” Anastasia says with finality. “Ram, Rem, | assume y’all’ll 
be stayin’ here?” 


“Yes,” Ram confirms. “Ram sees no desire to stare at a senile old lizard.” She glances 
at Rem. 


Rem looks down at the table. “Il don’t—Rem doesn’t see the appeal,” she says haltingly. 
Subaru’s fingers go still in Beatrice’s hair drills. 


“Then it’s settled, | suppose.” Beatrice straightens up a bit. “We should get moving after 
we've grabbed the dragon blood, in fact. No need to tarry, | suppose.” 


“Not so fast,” Anastasia says. “We've still gotta decide what ta do with Louis.” 
Julius’ eyes migrate to Subaru. 
Subaru bites his lip. 


“| supooose we can't just leave her here,” Emilia says thoughtfully. She’s looking at 
Subaru, too. 


“If she’s killed, the memories that she’s eaten may return,” Eridna adds. 


Julius blinks, struck by a thought. He can’t believe this didn’t occur to him before. 
“Subaru, if Louis is still alive, how did you get your memories back?” 


“| used a unique hack,” Subaru says. Beatrice reaches over to grab his hands, bringing 
them across her stomach and holding them tight. “It’s pretty character-specific. | can 
guarantee that it won’t work for everyone else.” 


“Are you sure?” Julius pushes carefully. It’s clear from Subaru’s suddenly 
incomprehensible word choice that he doesn’t want to talk about it, but— “If we can 
figure out how you did it, then maybe we can—” 


“Nope,” Subaru says, quick. “Nada. No can-do. Won't work. No point dwelling on it.” 


“We leave Onii-san alone with the books of the dead for juuust a little bit, and when he 
comes back he’s sooolved it all,” Meili comments, watching Subaru sharply. 


“With the books of the dead...?” Julius echoes, despite himself. That—that can’t be 
right. The books of the dead wouldn’t help. Are there other books, perhaps? 


“Barasu used the books of the dead somehow.” Ram speaks up harshly. “Don’t 
withhold information that could be used to help Rem, Barasu.” 


“Don’t be rude to Rem,” Subaru chastises her. He’s leaning back in his seat. His 
shoulders are hunched and he’s grimacing. “Any Rem is a beautiful Rem, inside and 
out.” 


“You can’t have used the books of the dead,” Eridna says. Her ears are swiveled 
straight forwards. “That is Gluttony’s ability, is it not? To stop memories from appearing 
in the books of the dead, and being recycled through Od Laguna?” 


“Gluttony ate Rem’s name and memories...” Emilia thinks aloud. “It seeeems like only 
part of her name has been restored.” 


“You can think of nothing to fix this, Barasu?” Ram demands. 


“Conversations between Natsuki Subaru and “Natsuki Subaru” should stay between 
Subarus,” Subaru says nonsensically. “I told you, it’s a once-in-a-lifetime thing. Unless 
you’ve got multiple lifetimes, nobody else is going to be able to do it.” 


Suddenly Beatrice flinches, hard, inhaling sharply. The butterflies in her eyes flutter 
rapidly. “Subaru—” 


Subaru looks down at her, confused. He sees her horrified expression and pales 
dramatically. “Hey—no—don’t—” 


“What?” Emilia asks. “Subaru, Beatrice, are you two okay?” 


“Fine,” Subaru says quickly, high-pitched, dropping his chin back down onto Beatrice’s 
head. She’s shaking. She’s shaking and her eyes are watering and she’s clutching onto 
Subaru like she’s afraid he’s going to disappear. “Beako’s just—it’s fine.” 


Julius narrows his eyes. “It’s fairly obvious that she is not fine,” he says slowly. His 
hands are clenched. “And | doubt that you are fine either.” 


“I’m fine,” Subaru snarls, suddenly angry. “Don’t—nobody asked you to butt in, Julius!” 


Julius tilts up his chin and narrows his eyes. “Am | not allowed to show concern?” he 
snaps back. 


No—he shouldn't be getting angry. He exhales and relaxes himself, shaking his head. 


Something just happened. Beatrice—she must've figured it out. She must've solved the 
puzzle. 


Julius can figure this out, then, too. He and Beatrice are essentially educated the same, 
after all. He just have to put the puzzle pieces together—make that final leap—see the 
whole picture— 


Precognition—adverse reactions—time—it’'s right on the tip of Julius’ tongue. He 
almost has it. 


“Subaru,” Beatrice whispers. She’s not sobbing. She’s just shivering and trembling and 
heaving for breath, and her tiny frame is quivering like a leaf in the wind. 


Subaru smooths down her hair, hard, pulling her towards himself. “So!” he says 
cheerfully. It occurs to Julius, horrifically, that if he were only hearing Subaru’s voice 
right now he wouldn’t know anything was wrong. “Beako’s clearly not feeling so hot! I’m 
going to take her somewhere where she can cool down. Bye-bye.” 


He lifts her easily and bolts, stumbling over his chair as he leaves. 
Julius stares after them. He needs—he needs to figure this out. 


Something had let Beatrice put it all together. Beatrice had said that she paid attention 
to Subaru’s words before—was it something that Subaru had said? 


What had Subaru said? 

Once-in-a-lifetime—maybe... Unless you’ve got multiple lifetimes— 

Oh. That’s— 

“Julius?” 

—yes, that’s probably it. 

“Julius?” 

That lines up, doesn’t it? Right? This has to be it. What else could it be? 
“Julius,” Anastasia repeats. 

Julius startles. “Ah.” He turns and looks at Anastasia slowly. “Yes.” 


“We're goin’ ta head on up ta get blood from Volcanica,” Anastasia says. “Ya feelin 
alright?” 


Julius smiles stiltedly. “Of course,” he says. “Let us proceed.” 


Anastasia is still giving him a concerned look. Meili is watching him hungrily. Emilia is 
giving him a concerned look, too, and Ram and Rem have both left the room at some 
point. 


How long was Julius staring after Beatrice and Subaru? 
“Are you sure?” Emilia checks. 


“Of course,” Julius says again. He only recognizes that he’s repeated himself after he’s 
said it. “No need to be worried for me.” 


“Alright,” Anastasia says. Teasingly, she adds, “Let us proceed, then.” 


*Chapter 3*: Constellations 


Betty can’t breathe. 


She’s gasping for breath and she can’t breath. She doesn’t care, though, because why 
should she get to breathe when Subaru—when Subaru— 


“Beako,” repeats Subaru. “Beako, please—please—” 
—Betty is hurting Subaru. 


The thought strikes her suddenly and she freezes. She looks at her hands clenched 
around his. Her fingernails are sunk into his skin. She turns to look at him, slowly, and 
she’s stopped breathing entirely. 


Subaru looks back at her. “Take a deep breath,” he instructs. He seems calm. Why 
does he seem calm? 


Betty takes a deep breath. She lets it out slowly. She knows what to do. She’s—she’s 
told Subaru how to do this before. 


Betty is shaking. 


She looks back down at her hands. She starts to pry off her fingers and they’re numb 
and aching and she’s left little crescents in Subaru’s skin. 


“What did you—’” Subaru starts to say, and Betty immediately whips around to look up 
at him. Subaru jolts back a bit. He looks away. He can’t meet her eyes. “I don’t—I don’t 
know—|I don’t know what to do,” he says. 


Betty makes a sound. It’s supposed to be a word, but she can’t quite manage it. She 
tries again. “How—” 


“| don’t know if she can see us,” Subaru says distantly, cutting her off. “I’ve been 
thinking, and if the taboo is lifted, maybe she can’t see me either, right? Or maybe it’s 
just that she’s watching us through a windowpane. Maybe she’s far away—stargazing 
at Pleiades, at Subaru!” 


He shudders. “I don’t know if | can—I don’t know if it would work. | thought about it, and 
if she can’t reach me, maybe it'd be Game Over. 


“And then | thought about it a little bit more—just a bit—and then | remembered | was 
being stupid and | don’t want to die, Beako.” He swallows. “Gotta stay myself. Maybe— 
maybe she can’t see me.” 


Subaru falls silent. Betty stares up at him. He slowly, slowly drags his eyes to look at 
her. “Ah, I’m rambling, aren’t |? I’m not making any sense. More so than usual, even. 
Great job, Subaru.” 


“No,” Betty chokes out. “I think | can—I can figure it out, | suppose.” 


Subaru tilts his head at her. Betty’s sitting in his lap, holding his hands tight, and he still 
looks very far away. “If she kills you, I'll reset for you,” he promises her sincerely. 


“|—” Betty claws at her own throat, trying to get the words unstuck. She wasn’t sure, 
not all the way, before, but now—now she definitely knows, deep deep in her bones. 
“Don’t! Don’t! Not for me—not for Betty, in fact!” 


“You wouldn’t even know,” Subaru says to her, reassuring. He grabs her hands and 
pulls them away from her neck. 


Betty can’t— “Subaru is talking about killing himself! How could Betty—?” 


“So you did figure it out all the way,” Subaru mutters. His eyes drift away from her, 
focusing on something behind Betty. 


Betty turns around, fast. Subaru is looking at—he’s looking at— 


He’d carried her far, while she was panicking. He’d brought her to the balcony. Betty 
had noted it vaguely, because Subaru had gotten down on his hand and knees and 
pulled her through that dark void space of the illusionary wall, and then because the 
world had opened up. The view is stunning, Betty sees now. 

Betty doesn’t know what Subaru is looking at. 

The sky is a bright blue. The witch’s miasma is almost gone—it’s not distorting the air 
at all. Betty can only smell it peripherally, when she really focuses on it. For once, 
Subaru smells no different from anyone else. It makes the air around Betty seem 
lighter. The sun blazes high above them. It’s beautiful. 


The desert is a pale scar across the horizon. Low clouds paint dark, rippling shadows. 
It's captivating. 


The eerie menagerie of birds is gone. It’s a relief. 
The bent railing—it’s low— 

and the edge—it’s close. 

Betty knows what Subaru is looking at. 

Betty sobs. 


“Hey, no, Beako,” Subaru coos, his attention back on her. “It’s okay, see, it’s okay! It’s 
all fine! It’s all okay. It'll all be okay.” 


Tears are rolling down Betty’s face. Her eyes water and her world wavers. “How can 
you—? How can you say that?” she gasps out. “Betty will not allow this, | suppose!” 


She pushes away from him and staggers back to her feet. She grabs his hands and 

she tugs at him, and this time she doesn’t hold back, and Subaru makes a surprised 
sound and stumbles to his feet as Betty drags his back, away from the—the railing— 
“Beako,” Subaru says. 

Betty stops, staring at the door. 


“I’m not going to do it,” Subaru says. 


“How should Betty know, | suppose,” Betty says, and her voice is trembling just as bad 
as the rest of her. “How should Betty know that you won't leave her again, | suppose?” 


“| never—I never left you, Beako,” Subaru whispers. 
Betty turns around. 


“It was never—I had to, okay?” Subaru is pleading. “I had to, because you—because 
everyone—| don’t want to die, Beako.” 


“Then what was that just there, | suppose?” Betty’s voice cracks. It’s shrill. She reaches 
up to wipe away her tears angrily, but she’s holding Subaru’s hand in her own and she 

won't let go, so instead she just makes a disgusted sound and tries to stop crying. She 

fails. 


“Just a thought.” Subaru’s voice is cracking too. “I wouldn’t actually do it. | don’t know 
whether—and besides, fell from a high place isn’t a fun way to die.” 


He says it like it’s a joke. 


He’s fallen before. 

How many times? 

He’d—frozen on the staircase— 

He’s died—recently. They’ve only been in this tower—for how long? A week? They’ve 
fought the archbishops of Gluttony—and Subaru had lost his memory—and he’d gotten 
it back, when they’d left him with— 

“No, | suppose!” Betty shrieks. “No! Don’t—don’t—con’t make light of this, in fact!” 


Subaru huffs out something that’s probably supposed to be a laugh. “What else am | 
supposed to do, Beako?” 


“Let Betty help, | suppose!” Betty shouts. 


Subaru’s eyes widen. He stares at her. Betty pants. She lets out a frustrated noise and 
stamps her foot. She needs to— “Let Betty help, in fact.” 


“Ah.” Subaru wets his lips. He quirks a bitter smile. He looks so, so far away, even as 
he stands there and looks at her and she holds his dragon-blood hand against herself. 
“| might be beyond help, Beako.” 


“| don't care,” Betty says. She needs him to understand. “You’re Subaru, | suppose. Let 
me help you. Choose me.” 


Subaru looks down at his hand, held tight in her own. “You’re not giving me much 
choice in the matter, huh,” he mutters. 


Betty nods. “Betty will keep asking until you say yes, | suppose.” 


Subaru stares at her. Betty doesn’t know what he’s seeing. “Alright,” he whispers. “Take 
me away, Beako.” 


She does. 

She pulls him down through the illusionary door and she leads him down the hallway. 
She stops at the Green Room, and she pushes him inside. 

Subaru sits down easily when Beako tugs at him. He sits criss-cross-applesauce— 
that’s what he calls it—and he looks up at her. He looks strangely peaceful. He has that 


little smile, still, and it’s almost wry. 


Betty never sees Subaru look like this. Even in his sleep he looks tired or afraid. She 
doesn’t know this face—this strange cross between defeat and determination. 


—Acceptance, maybe. Apathy. 
Waiting. 


Subaru isn’t saying anything. He’s completely still. Betty’s never seen this silence from 
him either. 


Betty clears her throat. She wipes her eyes. She sits down and she smooths down her 
skirt. 


“We should have a codeword, | suppose,” she says. “So that Betty knows when you've 
—” She clears her throat. She can't finish her sentence. “How pathetic, | suppose,” she 
whispers to herself. 


“Yeah,” Subaru agrees. Betty doesn’t know what part he’s agreeing to, and she’s afraid 
to ask. “We need a word with camouflage.” 


Betty nods. Subaru has explained what camouflage is to her. “Subaru can say 
anything, | suppose, and no one will bat an eye,” she says. It’s a weak attempt at 
humor. 

Subaru smiles wider at her anyway. “We should choose something you'll remember.” 


Beako shrugs. “Betty will remember anything, | suppose. She is not to be 
underestimated, in fact.” 


“Of course,” Subaru says, fond. “My Beako is amazing.” He leans back, not quite 
contemplative. “Clear skies.” 


“Clear skies?” Betty echoes. 
Subaru flashes her a thumbs up. “Smooth sailing.” 


Betty nods. She knows that phrase, too—he’s said it before, once or twice. “For if 
Satella can’t see you, | suppose,” she translates. 


“Right-o,” Subaru says, nodding. 

“And—if it’s not—?” 

“Clouds on the horizon, captain,” Subaru says. 
“Bad weather, in fact,” Betty confirms. 


Subaru nods again. Suddenly he flops down backwards onto the grass, his arms 
splayed out wide. “Beako,” he says. 


“Yes, Subaru, | suppose?” 

“| don't think this is going to last,” Subaru says. 

Betty can’t respond to that. 

“Hey, Beako,” Subaru says. “I’m from beyond the great waterfall. I’ve met seven 
witches. I’ve died more than forty times—l’ve lost count. Satella says she loves me, 
and | think | love her back.” 


“Oh,” Betty says, because otherwise she'll scream. 


“Do you believe me?” Subaru asks. “I told you guys a few times in a couple loops. You 
didn’t believe me.” 


“Betty believes you,” Betty says, because it’s true. It’s pathetic, but she wished she 
didn't. 


Some of those things—some of those things, she already knew. And the others—they 
make sense. 


I’ve lost count. 
Betty should be crying. She’s run out of tears. 
She’s failed. 


How many times? How many times as she failed? It—no, she knows this answer, now, 
too. Uncountable times. 


Subaru stares up to the ceiling. He pinches himself. “Ow! Beako, slap me.” 


Betty stares at him. He’s—messing around. He’s trying to make her feel better, isn’t 
he? No, that’s not it. 


He just doesn’t care. 


“Subaru—’” Betty starts. She doesn’t—she can’t—how does she end the sentence? 
What can she say? “—is being stupid, | suppose.” 


“That’s a good reason to slap me,” Subaru points out lightly. He sends her a grin. It’s 
not genuine. Betty has to look hard to tell the difference. 


Betty shakes her head. “If Betty were to do that, she would have to slap Subaru all the 
time, in fact.” 


“That hurts, but | can’t argue,” Subaru admits. He falls silent. 


A few more moments pass in silence. Subaru doesn’t seem very keen to break it. He’s 
just looking up, up, up. Away from Betty. 


"Does—Subaru want to talk about it, | suppose?” Betty ventures. Her voice is hoarse. 


Subaru makes a considering sound. His voice isn’t hoarse. He—he hasn't cried at all. 
He’s a crybaby—Betty sees him cry all the time. But here—he hasn't cried at all. 


Subaru says, “What’s the point?” 


Betty clenches her fist in her dress. She releases it slowly. She grabs one of Subaru’s 
hands again. It’s the one that isn’t blackened. “Betty would like to know, in fact.” 


“No, you don’t,” Subaru objects easily. “Hey, how’d you figure it out, anyways?” 


Betty lets out a deep, shuddering breath. “Subaru is not very subtle, | suppose. He 
says things in his nightmares, in fact. He knows things he should not, | suppose. And 
he talks to himself often, in fact. And—Louis’ words were the final connection.” 


Louis’ words—deaths. She talked about deaths. She listed—she listed so many. 
Betty can’t remember them all. 

What were they? 

She needs to remember. She—she needs to remember— 

“Hm.” Subaru pauses. Ponderously, he adds, “Beako is so smart.” 

“Not enough,” Beako says, her voice raising up. 

“You’re perfect, Beako,” Subaru counters, quick. “Much too good for me.” 


Betty hates, for a moment, and the hatred is all her own. “How could | be—” Betty bites 
her lip. “No! No. Don’t make this about Betty, in fact. Subaru, you—” 


“Subaru, you what?” Subaru’s smiling again. This one is completely genuine. The 
emotion in it isn’t happiness. “What's there to say, Beako?” 


“Wouldn't it be better, for you?” Betty says—no, begs. “Wouldn't it be better to talk 
about it?” 


“There’s no point,” Subaru snarls, and the sudden vehemence in his voice makes Betty 
flinch. He turns away. “There’s no point,” Subaru says, softer. “It’s all gone now, 
anyways. I’m the only one who needs to bleed. | don’t mind. I’ve made my peace with 
it.” 

“No!” The word bursts out of Betty. “I do not want Subaru to bleed—to die for me!” 


Subaru is silent. 


“Why won’t you live for Betty, | suppose?” Betty whispers. “Why won't you live for 
someone else?” 


“It—it doesn’t work that way,” Subaru says. 

“Why not, | suppose?” Betty shouts back. 

“You keep dying!” Subaru sits up and turns to her. She can see his eyes now—his face. 
He’s angry. “You keep—dying—and dying and dying and dying and | don’t want to die! 


But | will! lf | have this, shouldn’t I—shouldn’t | use it?” 


Betty can’t answer that. She—doesn’t know enough. She thought that she, of all 
people, knew the most, but—she knows nothing. 


Betty looks away. 


“That’s what | thought,” Subaru says quietly. He sinks back down. He throws one arm 
over his eyes. Quieter, he repeats, “That’s what | thought.” 


“What does Betty do, | suppose?” Betty asks him, pleading. 

“| don’t know,” Subaru tells her. 

Betty stares at him. He doesn’t say anything else for a while. 

And then he says, “It’s fresh in my mind, so | may as well go over it, | guess. 
“Elsa killed me first.” 


He doesn’t stop saying things for far too long, after that. 


Julius descends the stairs fast. He’s careful about it, of course; if he steps wrong, he 
may fall through a hole, or he may fall off the stairs completely. Julius would rather not 
fall to his death. 


“What's got you in such a hurry?” Anastasia calls. He pauses for a second, looking 
behind himself at her. 


She’s following behind him lazily. Anead of them both, Meili and Emilia skip down the 
stairs one, two, three at a time. Emilia’s expression is hurried, Julius knows. Meili is 
probably just skipping for fun. 


The interaction with Volcanica was incredibly anticlimactic. Emilia had spoken to the 
great dragon and received no response. They'd all exchanged looks, and then Julius 


stepped forwards and poked one of those giant talons with his sword. Blood had 
beaded up. Anastasia and Emilia had hurriedly wiped it into a water canteen. 


It looked like blood. It hadn’t been shimmering or multicolored or shining. Julius was a 
little disappointed. 


He can’t complain, though. The whole operation was very quick, and now Julius can go 
find Subaru and Beatrice and check in on them. 


He’s not part of the Emilia camp, though. It occurs to Julius that he should perhaps 
keep his distance. 


He can still see whether they’re okay. Nobody will stop him for that, right? 
Anastasia has caught up with Julius. She’s waiting patiently. 


Julius rewinds, trying to remember the question. Ah. She wanted to know why he was 
in such a hurry. Why, | was worried about the members of the enemy camp, Julius 


imagines saying. Don’t worry, though, I’m still loyal to you above everyone else. Don't 
you know my reputation? 


That will not work. 

“| can’t say that | particularly enjoy this tower,” Julius admits instead. It’s true. He’s not 
going to lie to Anastasia. “It’s been the source of much stress. I'll be happy to leave it 
behind.” 


“| missed most of it, didn’t I,” Anastasia says ruminatively. “Sorry about that.” 


Anastasia did miss most of it. Her artificial spirit, which she never told Julius about, 
impersonated her the whole time. And Julius thought it was her. “It was definitely better 
that way,” Julius denies. 


Anastasia shrugs. “I won't keep ya if ya think you’ve got somewhere ta be.” She makes 
a shooing gesture. 


Julius shakes his head. “You're my priority.” 
“Hm.” Anastasia favors him with a pleased smile. They lapse back into silence. 


Anastasia takes a step down the stairs, slowly. Julius takes one quickly, then looks at 
her. 


Anastasia takes another sloooow step. 

Emilia has already shrunk into a little spot. She’s probably almost to Electra. 
Julius takes a quick step, catching up with Anastasia. 

Slow step. Quick step. 


A pause. Anastasia stares at the steps for a moment. “Wonder what these are made 
outta,” she comments idly. 


“It's fascinating,” Julius agrees, his tone strained. Normally he'd be happy to discuss 
the clear influence here of the Witch-Eaten continents, but— 


“Hm.” Anastasia takes another ponderous step. Julius is practically on the step himself 
before Anastasia’s foot hits the floor. 


Eridna sighs, and Julius startles. “Ana,” she says, “let him go. He'll be back. He’s stuck 
with you this far, even when he thought you were being distant for no reason.” 


Anastasia licks her lips. “I don’t get it,” she says. 

Julius shifts in place. He tilts his head. 

“Why would ya stick with me?” Anastasia asks. She holds Julius’ gaze. “I don’t 
remember you. | don’t know you. You’ve got someone who does remember you, 


clearly, and then you've got me, who doesn’t remember you and doesn’t know you. 
That doesn’t—l ain’t gettin’ it.” 


Her accent has dropped. Julius feels strangely helpless. “I—” He doesn’t know how to 
say this. “You’re—” He takes a deep breath. “I don’t care that you’ve forgotten me,” he 
says. “I’'ll—we can build something new. I'd rather start over than not start at all.” 


It suddenly occurs to him that maybe Anastasia doesn’t want Julius. Maybe she’s seen 
enough of him already and maybe she doesn’t like what she’s seen. “We don’t—we 
don’t have to be close,” Julius rushes to amend. “Please, just—let me support you. It’s 
selfish of me, but it’s what | want to do.” 


“Why?” Anastasia asks again. 


“I'd like to attempt something new,” Julius says. “Il’m—doing what | want, because | 
want to. And | want to support you.” 


“That’s not answering my question,” Anastasia says, but her face is twitching to a smile. 


“My apologies, Lady Anastasia.” Julius dips his head. “I'll attempt to come up with a 
satisfactory answer when we are not in the middle of a deathtrap.” 


“Just call me Anastasia,” Anastasia says. She’s definitely smiling now. “That’s what ya 
were doin before, right?” 


Julius blinks and straightens up. “No, | have never called you that.” 
“Oh.” Anastasia shrugs. “Well. Ya can start calling me it now.” 
Julius nods slowly. “I—I shall, Anastasia.” 


Anastasia glances down the stairway. She huffs something between a laugh and a 
sigh. “Go on ahead,” she says. 


Julius looks at her, then down the stairway. “Thank you, La—Anastasia,” he says. “I’ll— 
I'll be seeing you shortly.” 


Julius bolts down the stairs. 


It doesn’t take him too long to reach Electra. He starts taking the steps one, two, three 
at a time, careful to step lightly and avoid the holes and weaker-looking stairs. 


He catches up to Emilia. He is a little surprised by the fact. Emilia was moving down 
the stairs very fast when he last saw her. 


Emilia glances at him, then puts on a burst of speed. “Your friendship is so nice,” she 
says, leaping over a larger gap and landing lightly a swath of steps below Julius. 


Julius follows suit. “I’m quite sure | have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“Your’s and Subaru’s!” Emilia clarifies happily, hopping down the next few steps. 


“| doubt he would name it as such,” Julius says, wry. He’s not having too much trouble 
keeping up with Emilia, but if he were anyone else he surely would have been left in 
the dust. 


“Subaru is a—what’s the word he calls it, again?” Emilia lifts a finger to her chin. Julius 
is impressed by her ability to emote and agiley navigate the stairs at the same time. “A 
tsundere! You bring out a side of him that no one else can! | don’t know you very well, 
but even | can tell that you two are very close!” 


Julius clears his throat. He’s not quite sure what to say to that. 


“Not too close, though,” Emilia adds, smiling at him. “I’m number one in Subaru’s heart. 
Rem is number two. Beatrice is number three. Patrasche is number four. Otto and 
Petra and Garf and Meili and—well. You get the idea! Subaru has a very big heart!” 


Julius feels vaguely threatened. He swallows. “Of course,” he says. 


Emilia nods. She launches herself the rest of the way down to Taygeta and tucks into a 
roll. She springs up easily. “I’m glad Subaru has such good friends,” she says, brushing 
herself off. “He can get sad sometimes.” 


Julius has the feeling she’s making an understatement. “I am sure your relationship is 
beloved by him. He is quite vocal in his adoration of you.” 


“| know,” Emilia says, smiling brighter than the sun. She starts down the stairs to 
Alcyone. Julius follows close behind. She doesn’t say anything else for the rest of the 


way down. 


Once they’ve reached Alcyone, Julius glances at Emilia. She hums contemplatively. 
After barely a moment of thought, she sets off, striding confidently down the hallway 
and making a beeline to the Green Room. 


“—morningstar,” Subaru is saying conversationally. “And then | woke up again.” He’s 
sprawled out on the floor, the grass around him soft and springy. Beatrice is sitting up, 
right next to him. She’s holding one of his hands in her own. 


Beatrice has tear tracks dried on her face. Her eyes gaze far away. 


Subaru sighs in a mildly annoyed sort of way. What little part of his expression Julius 
can see looks strangely blank. Julius can’t help but stare. 


“What's that look for?” Subaru grumbles. 


Julius starts. Subaru has one arm flung over his face. He shouldn’t be able to see 
Julius at all. 


As Julius watches, Subaru unfolds and sits up. He sticks out his tongue when he sees 
Julius’ face. “Hah! Didya think | was a mind reader?” 


Julius exhales heavily. 


Subaru seems—fine. He’s watching Julius alertly, and he’s smiling a bit. Its—not a 
happy smile, but—Subaru doesn’t seem distressed. 


Julius glances at Beatrice. She does seem distressed. 


Julius sinks down onto the wilting grass beside Subaru. Emilia seats herself besides 
Beatrice and grabs her empty hand 


“How are you doing, Subaru?” Emilia asks, fiddling with the grass. 


“Shouldn't you be asking Beako that?” Subaru asks, not quite meeting her eyes. “Your 
maternal instincts are questionable, Emilia-tan. That's okay, though. I’m clearly the—oh 
no, I’m the mom. | do the sewing, | do the cleaning, | do the cooking—my dad would be 
so proud.” 


“This is why I’m asking you, Subaru,” Emilia says patiently. Her statement seems a bit 
nonsensical, but Julius nods in understanding. Subaru verbal acrobatics are clearly 
showcasing how he’s not quite alright. 


And—Beatrice’s breakdown is clearly due to Subaru. Even if Julius hadn’t had that chat 
with Beatrice, he would be able to tell. 


“You won't have much luck, | suppose,” Beatrice says softly—not disappointed or 
proud, just neutral. 


Julius nods. He tries for levity. “Speaking with Subaru is like attempting to talk to a 
water dragon.” 


“Hey!” Subaru glares at him with no heat. “You’re the water dragon, if anything! Look at 
your face! I’m much more like Patrasche! A noble beast made for speed! Subarus are 
pretty fast!” 


Julius leans over and pokes Subaru. Subaru squeaks and stiffens, then flails at him. 
“You are not very speedy,” Julius tells him, having proved his point. “You are also not 
answering the question.” 


Subaru crosses his arms. He holds Julius’ gaze. “Where’s all this attention coming 
from? Don’t you have more important things to focus on? | know I’m not the most 
stable, but even | can get things done.” 


Julius sighs. Emilia sighs, too, then apparently decides they’ve entertained Subaru’s 
attempts at deflection long enough. She looks to Beatrice. “Beatrice?” she prompts. 


“He is not fine, in fact,” Beatrice says, still neutral. 
“Is this about what Satella has done to him?” Emilia asks steadily. 


“You make it sound like I’m some sort of victim!” Subaru complains. “Don’t be so 
insulting!” 


“Did you voluntarily let Satella do something to you?” Emilia tilts her head. 
“Well—I—” Subaru flops back down. He looks frustrated. “It’s not like that.” 

“Is it?” Beatrice snaps. Her eyes shine fever-bright. “Is it not like that, | suppose?” 
Subaru doesn’t answer. He simply stares up. 


“Subaru,” Julius says. Subaru doesn’t respond at all. Julius pushes down his worry—he 
know Subaru has a habit of getting lost in thought. Or lost in—something else, perhaps. 


Julius has a theory, and he’s pretty sure he’s right. “Are you the Sage?” 


Subaru immediately groans. “Jeez, circling back to this question again. No. I’m not the 
Sage.” 


“Is it possible you’ve forgotten something?” Julius asks carefully. 


Subaru snorts. “I’ve already gotten my amnesia arc out of the way. This world doesn’t 
need any more Natsuki Subarus. Can you imagine it? That would be a disaster.” 


Julius frowns, struck by a thought. This seems like further confirmation of his theory. 
“How did you remember?” 


“| already said that it’s—” Subaru twitches for a moment, then stills—an aborted look at 
Beatrice. “It’s not a backdoor that anyone else can use.” 


Julius’ frown deepens. “How did you remember that you were Natsuki Subaru,” he 
clarifies. 


“Oh!” Emilia straightens up. “Subaru was still very Subaru even though he’d lost his 
memories to an archbishop, but Rem seems different than Subaru was expecting. 
You’re wondering why Subaru could remember himself if Rem couldn't.” 


“Indeed,” Julius confirms, nodding. Why didn’t Subaru forget himself completely? Julius 
suspects that Gluttony could only eat one life from one person at a time. If that was the 
case, and Subaru had multiple lives—maybe he’d remember one but not the other. 


Shaula consistently said that Subaru seems very similar to the Sage she knew, too. 
She also seemed to throw him off-guard by understanding his allusions. The evidence 


is piling up. 


“That's a completely different thing,” Subaru argues. He’s oddly unruffled. “Well—I 
guess if you squint...” 


Julius looks at Beatrice. She stares down at the ground. 

Julius clenches his fist. 

He’s frustrated. 

Subaru has to be the Sage—that’s what makes sense. But Subaru is an awful liar, and 


Julius knows this for a fact. Subaru seems to be telling the truth about not being the 
Sage. 


And if he’d forgotten being the Sage, then—he wouldn't be able to make that comment 
about multiple lifetimes, right? That was the comment that allowed Beatrice to put 
everything together, so it has to be important. 

Yet if Subaru was not the Sage, then—what is going on with him? 

Julius is so confused. 

And frustrated. 

He is very, very frustrated. 

“Are you just going to stare at me?” Subaru demands, rolling over to lay face-down. His 
voice becomes muffled. He seems utterly unconcerned, unlike the way he was when 
Beatrice suddenly froze in the middle of the meeting—unlike the way he was when 
Louis was talking to him. “I’m not a puzzle you can solve. I’m missing a few pieces. 
Pleiades is an open-star cluster—an asterism, not a constellation. Maybe there’s no 
meaning at all! And even if there is, I’m not on your star chart.” 

Subaru is acting flippant. He’s rambling nonsense, but he’s still not distressed. 


“Are you actually...?” Julius trails off, incredulous. Subaru—isn’t the Sage, then? His 
secret isn’t related to the Sage at all? Then— “It must be some sort of prescience.” 


“You think I’m a fortune-teller?” Subaru asks disbelievingly, still face-down. 


“Are you not?” Julius asks. This is it, right? It has to be it. Some sort of divine protection 
of foresight. Beatrice implied that she thought it was something similar. Sure, this 
doesn’t account for the—for the many lives comment, or Betty’s reaction, or everything 
that Louis was saying, but Julius isn’t going to trust the words of an Archbishop and 
—“Your foreknowledge is impressive, and from my understanding, your timing even 
more so.” 


“Huh...” Subaru trails off. 


“It’s either that or some sort of time manipulation,” Julius says with a stilted laugh. That 
would be impossible. 


Beatrice, in the corner of Julius’ eyes, flinches. 
Julius frowns. 


“You caught me,” Subaru says, high-pitched and unconvincing. “I’m a fortune-teller! | 
can see the future!” 


Julius frowns harder. That was definitely a— 
“Subaru has a time-manipulation ability?” Emilia asks. 
“Nooooo,” Subaru says. 


“Satella gave you a time manipulation power,” Julius states slowly, trying to process 
this. That can’t be it. “That...” 


It makes sense. 


Id explain why he acts like Julius, sometimes. Overfamiliar, because he’s known these 
people longer than they’ve known him. 


But that’s impossible. A power of that scale— 


Emilia taps her chin. She doesn’t seem shocked or awed or disbelieving—just 
thoughtful. “This is one of Subaru’s authorities?” 


Subaru sits up abruptly. “We should stop talking about this.” 


“There’s no use, | suppose,” Beatrice says, suddenly sharp. Her hands are balled into 
fists. “Didn’t Subaru say as much?” 


“| know,” Subaru hisses, combing his hands through his hair. “But | don’t know if she—| 
don’t want—It’s damage mitigation, okay? And it’s not like any of you need to know.” 


“How would the witch of envy know that you’d broken the taboo?” Emilia asks. 
“Volcanica drove her away.” 


Subaru nods, his eyes suddenly dull and distant. “That—is a possibility. Maybe she 
only knows about Louis. Then—I—she wouldn’t—I wouldn’t have to do anything.” 


“Wouldn't have to do anything?” Julius repeats, slow. He’s—he’s having trouble 
keeping up. Subaru can—bend time? That—shouldn’t be possible. That’s— 
inconceivably powerful. “You mean use your ability?” 


“Yeah,” Subaru agrees vacantly. 


“Why haven't you used it?” Julius asks, catching on to the contradiction. “Clearly you’re 
not comfortable with any of this.” 


He frowns. Why didn’t Subaru use his time manipulation ability earlier, too? To save 
Shalua, perhaps? To save—the victims of the Priestella attack? To save—Emilia, when 
she’d been captured by Regulus? To save Ju— 


Subaru shrugs. His eyes flicker to the side. “Not sure if it’ll work,” he says. “And | don’t 
like to use it, anyway.” 


Julius is desperately confused, and desperately—something else. Shouldn’t Subaru 
still be able to test it out, at least? Even if he thinks it won’t work, he should at least be 
able to check. 

Subaru can—bend time? 


It doesn’t—fit. 


Julius can’t make it fit. Subaru isn’t that powerful. He doesn’t have such a—convenient 
and powerful and great and— 


Julius is—he's still frustrated. He's annoyed. He's—jealous. It’s a tiny, petty feeling. 
Julius feels tiny, and petty. 

Shameful. 

Why didn’t Subaru—? 

Beatrice makes a little sound. When Julius looks at her, her hands are over her face. 


“Oh, here y’all are,” Anastasia says, opening the door. “Hope y'all aren’t havin’ some 
sort’a secret meetin’ without me.” 


Emilia smiles at her nicely. “We were just checking in on Subaru.” 

“Alright,” Anastasia says, nodding. Her eyes catch on Julius, then focus on Subaru with 
interest. He scowls at her, and Anastasia laughs. “Well, if y'all are done with yer little 
party, I’m gonna have ta ask ya to gather so that we can figure out what ta do with 
Louis.” 

They all look at Subaru. 


Subaru huffs. “You know my vote.” 


Emilia looks down at her lap. “I agree with Subaru,” she says. 


Subaru blinks and then his eyes widen. His mouth falls open. The strange distance 
he’d affected falls away suddenly. “What? Really? Surprisingly brutal, Emilia-tan.” 


“She hurt you,” Emilia says simply. “And there’s no reason to keep her alive.” 
“My Emilia-tan has lost her naivety,” Subaru whispers dramatically. 
“It's your fault, | suppose,” Beatrice mutters. 


“Excuse me?” Subaru tilts his chin up. “How dare you insinuate that I’ve besmirched 
Emilia-tan innocence?” 


“Insinuate, besmirched,” Emilia repeats. “Who even says those words anymore?” 
“Betrayed!” Subaru wails, falling forwards. “I’ve been betrayed by an angel!” 
Emilia giggles. 


Julius wants to smile, but when he tries, he fails. This—still isn’t right. This still can’t be 
right. Subaru—yes, Julius is still missing something. He must be. 


Whatever Beatrice learned—this isn’t it. This isn’t all of it, at least. It can’t be. 


Anastasia claps her hands, drawing attention, and Julius gets to his feet. He makes his 
way over to her. “Let’s get going, y’all,” Anastasia says. “I can’t wait to get outta this 
tower.” 


Julius makes a noise of agreement and the rest of them stand up behind him. 
Anastasia turns and leads the way down the hallway. 


Louis is in the same room as before, of course. When Julius enters behind Anastasia, 
he can see that Meilia is already inside. 


Rem and Ram are there, too. They’ve found chairs and brought them in from another 
room, it seems. Rem is watching Louis with a disturbed expression. Ram is watching 
Rem. 


Louis’ eyes flutter open as Subaru steps into the room. 


“Shoould we ungag her to let her beg?” Meili asks cheerfully. She nudges Louis with 
her toe. Louis glances at her, quick, and her visible expression is unsettlingly amused. 


Subaru flinches. “Meili, you’re a little kid. You shouldn’t have to see this.” 


Meili looks at him incredulously. “Jeez, onii-san,” she says. “I’m a trained assassin. I’ve 
tried to kill you multiple times.” 


Subaru nods distractedly. “Murder becomes a habit, | know, | know. Still, that doesn’t 
mean you should have to sit through it again.” He frowns. “Murder becomes a habit... 
No, but there aren’t any other options.” 


Julius doesn’t particularly like what Subaru is saying. Delicately he asks, “Should 
anyone else leave the room?” 


Rem stands up from her chair quickly. “I have no desire to watch this,” she says. 


Ram stands with her as well. She gives Louis a disgusted sneer, then turns to Rem. 
“Rem, Rem, let’s go double-check the carriage. Perhaps it’s been incompetently 
packed.” 


“Hey,” Anastasia objects, playfully annoyed. “I’ve packed a lotta carriages in my life.” 


“Apologies, Anastasia-sama,” Ram says. She does not sound particularly sorry. 
“Please excuse us.” After one last lingering glare towards Louis, both she and Rem 


leave the room. 
Subaru prowls towards Louis. Beatrice follows close to his heels. 


Julius can’t help but stiffen. He can’t see Subaru’s face. “So?” Subaru prompts. “How’d 
you want to do this?” 


“Strangling seemed to work well last time,” Emilia says thoughtfully. Julius casts her a 
look. Hearing those words from Emilia’s light, pretty voice would have likely disturbed 

and startled him, once. But now—well, compared to everything else Julius has seen in 
this tower, he can’t find the energy to be surprised. 


“She may react violently this time, though,” Julius counters. His own experiences come 
to mind. “The Gluttony siblings are quite difficult to face.” 


“Should we be talking about this in front of her, | suppose?” Beatrice asks pointedly. 
She’s regained her energy. She’s watching Louis closely, and her hands are balled in 
Subaru’s cloak. 


She’s shaking again. It’s imperceptible but for the way her hair-drills shivers back and 
forth. 


Subaru shrugs. “Too late now.” 
Louis laughs, high-pitched and through the gag, and then suddenly she’s Subaru. 


The gag tears off. Shamac fuzzes around her, then solidifies—his limbs remain 
ensconced in shadows. “Kill yourself,” he—no, she says. 


The intrinsic discomfort that crashes through Julius is so strong, so deep that he can’t 
— he can’t move. He can’t do anything but stare in stunned horror and disgust. 


Subaru takes a step forwards, towards Louis-Subaru. He grabs her shirt, looking deep 
into her eyes, then steps back. 


He laughs, angry and sharp and jagged. “Is this your idea of a joke?” Subaru paces in 
front of her, staring at her mirror-image eyes. Louis-Subaru stares back. It’s—bizarre. 
Julius’ entire being rebels against it. “Agh, it’s just as freaky as last time. Even freakier, 
this time.” 


Beatrice is frozen in place and Subaru walks back and forth, back and forth, back and 
—dJulius feels sick. 


“Hey, hey, hey!” Louis-Subaru says, wide-eyed and manic. Her voice is almost 
Subaru’s. Julius feels sick. “Is it not funny? KYS? How many of us are there now, huh? 
Hey, what happened with the two of you? How’d you work that out?” 


“’m going to strangle her,” Subaru announces. The sheer rage in his voice—Julius has 
heard him wrathful before, but this—it takes Julius’ breath away. Julius can’t breathe. 
He feels sick. 


“Deja-vu!” Louis-Subaru trills. 


“?’m going to get deja-vu from how many times you've repeated that,” Subaru snarls. 
“Learn some new lines!” 


Julius swallows. His mouth is so dry. It takes him three tries before he can speak. His 
voice shakes. “I—I can behead her, if you’d prefer.” 


“Deja-vu,” Louis-Subaru says again, quieter and harsher at the same time. She leans 
forward. “How slothful. You’d think that it’d be more creative.” 


“ve been looking forward to this,” Subaru says fervently. His hands clench and 
unclench. He stops pacing in front of Louis, then steps closer to her again, right up in 


her face. 


“I’m thinkin’ we should go with the beheading,” Anastasia decides loudly. She sounds 
uneasy, beneath the confidence she always projects. Julius wants to glance at her, to 
reassure her, but he can’t—he shouldn't look away. 


“Subaru should leave the room too,” Emilia adds. It’s clear from her tone that it’s not a 
suggestion. 


“What?” Louis-Subaru laughs. “Don’t want me to watch myself die? Too late for that. 
C’mon, hurry it up. We don’t got all day.” 


“Shut up, cheap doppelganger,” Subaru says. 
Don’t want me to watch myself die? Too late for that. 
—multiple lifetimes. 


The thing that’s been most consistent in Louis’ speech—it’s been death, isn’t it? Julius 
has been assuming that death is her—her focus. Her chosen diet. A quirk—something 
to ignore. But—she’s been only talking about—talking to— 


Julius—freezes. “Subaru—Subaru, how does your time travel ability activate?” 


“Time travel ability?” Louis-Subaru tilts her head. “Activation? Left out the most 
important part, huh. Only the Return bit—that’s only a third of the way there. I'll give 
you a hint—Return by blank! —Sheesh, I'd think that I’d be able to talk to people if the 
need actually arose. Guess not. There goes all my self-respect.” 


“Self-respect?” Subaru squawks indignantly—frantically. Distressed. “Who’re you to talk 
about self-respect? You're not even me! | wouldn’t lose self-respect that easily! Not 
after | did so much fighting for it!” 


“Yeah, don’t be rude to Subaru, Subaru!” Emilia chimes in supportively. She’s glaring at 
Louis-Subaru, and though her words were cute, the buried fury in her eyes says that 
she’s fully ready to tear Louis-Subaru apart. 


Julius can relate. He wants this done. Done and over with. He’s exhausted, suddenly, 
and violently so. He feels sick, and it burns along his throat. 


“Let’s go, | suppose,” Beatrice says quietly, tugging at Subaru’s clothes again. 
Subaru stares at Louis for one long second. 
Julius isn’t sure whether he’s going to leave. 


“Alright,” Subaru says. The tension drains out of Julius suddenly, and it’s a dizzying 
feeling. “Fine,” Subaru continues. “Fuck you, Louis.” He turns and stalks out of the 
room. 


Julius watches him go. 


The moment Subaru and Beatrice have left the room, he turns back towards Louis. He 
unsheathes his sword quickly. “Please hold still,” he requests. “I do want to kill you very 
badly, but | would hate to see Subaru’s face in pain.” 


Louis-Subaru laughs. It’s not quite Subaru’s and it’s not quite Louis’—it’s something in 
between. “Too bad, so sad. Oh wait, you don’t remember the last time that you killed 
me. Maybe go ask your buddy about that, huh?” 


Julius slices off his head. 


Her head. 


It rolls to the ground. Julius stares at it, and it stares blankly back. 


It doesn’t change or shift into Louis. For a moment, Julius is struck with the irrational 
fear that he’d made a mistake—that he’d killed the real Subaru. Quickly, he sheathes 
his sword. He glances at Anastasia, and she says nothing. Emilia’s eyes are wide and 
fixed on Subaru’s headless corpse. She looks pale. 


Julius turns and rushes out of the room. 


Subaru looks up from where he’s leaning against the hallway walls, fidgeting with 
Beatrice’s hair. “Are you done already?” Subaru asks. He lets Beatrice’s hair-drill go 
and it springs back in place. 


Beatrice’s eyes focus on the doorway behind Julius. He glances behind him, quick. The 
sight of Subaru’s limp body—Louis’ limp body is blocked by Emilia. She’s staring at 
Subaru, now—drinking the sight of him in. 


Julius turns back to Subaru. “Yes,” he says, fast. Even faster, he blurts, “Return by 
what, Subaru?” 


Subaru tilts his head. His eyes are wide and blank. The shadows beneath them are 
suddenly all Julius can see. Subaru doesn’t say anything. 


Julius steps out into the hallway. Emilia files out behind him. “It’s death, isn’t it,” Emilia 
says. “Return by death.” 


Subaru flinches like he’s been struck. “Why would you think that?” he croaks, his 
fingers clenching tight in Beatrice’s hair. The black of his right hand stands out starkly 
against her yellow hair. She leans back into him 


“It's—obvious,” Julius admits roughly. He hates it, but it’s true. “Whose death, Subaru?” 


Subaru isn’t paying attention. He’s shaking. “| can—Return by Death,” he whispers. “1 
can Return by Death.” 


Emilia walks up to him, and Beatrice shuffles to the side so that Emilia can stand in 
front of him. 


She stares at him. Subaru wrenches his gaze up to meet her eyes. He’s trembling like 
a baby animal. “Hey, Emilia,” he says, and his voice is trembling as much as he is. “I 
can Return by Death. 


“| could have saved them,” he says suddenly. 
“Who?” Emilia asks. 

“Everyone,” Subaru says. 

“Rem?” 

“No. | tried that. I—I failed.” 

“How often, Subaru?” Emilia grabs Subaru’s hand. 
“|...” Subaru’s eyes flicker away. “Hm. | lost count.” 


“Whose death, Subaru?” Julius asks, louder, because—he needs to know. There’s a 
full picture forming in his mind and it makes horrible, awful sense. 


“lll give you three guesses,” Subaru says. He’s smiling—wide and sloppy and insane. 
“First two don’t count.” 


Oh. 


Yes. 


Julius is shaking now, too. 

It all fits together, so easily. 

For some reason—all Julius can do is— 

—fuck. Fuck, Julius is so pathetic. 

When Julius first met Reinhard, when he first saw the truth of a knight, he was amazed. 
He was awed. He was suddenly completely aware of how he was lower than dirt—a 
pitiful freeloader, faker, shameful— 

He’d sworn he’d never let himself feel that way again. 

And now— 

He'd been jealous of Subaru, for a second. 

Julius feels sick. 

Emilia reaches out. She pulls Subaru towards her. He steps forwards shakily and then 
collapses onto her, and she stands there, running her fingers through his hair and 
rubbing his back and whispering something into his ear. 

Anastasia taps on Julius’ back. He turns around slowly. “What’s up?” she asks. 
Julius smiles at her woodenly. “Nothing much,” he says distantly. He turns back to 
Emilia and Subaru and Beatrice. Beatrice is watching him. “We’re about ready to 
leave,” he says to Anastasia as she steps out into the hallway. 

Anastasia pets Eridna. “You seem distressed,” Eridna observes. 

“Shut up,” Subaru snarls into Emilia’ neck. 

Emilia stills for a moment. 

He looks up, his eyes red-rimmed and wet. “Oh,” he says. “Not you, Emilia-tan.” 
“Another problem with my creator,” Eridna guesses. Her voice is small. 


Subaru shivers like he’s trying to crawl out of his own skin. “Yes. Shut up.” 


“No need ta be so rude, Subaru,” Anastasia comments, stepping forwards. Eridna puts 
her paw over Anastasia’s mouth, and Anastasia’s brows lift in surprise. She and Eridna 
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exchange a look, and then Anastasia turns to look down the hallway. “Let’s get goin’. 
Subaru straightens up and steps away and wipes his eyes. “Right,” he says. 
Emilia looks at him. Then she nods. “Right.” 


“Can we—” Julius starts to say, because he has to—he has to be able to do something, 
right? 


“| don’t know,” Subaru says. He swallows. “I—I think—” He shudders again, so 
completely that Emilia puts out a hand to steady him. He’s still crying, but he doesn’t 
seem to notice. “I don’t know.” 


“Okay,” Julius says quietly. 


“|,” Subaru says, and it’s less of a word and more of a sob. “I want this to be real. 
Please, | want this to stay—I want this to be—” 


Julius feels so, so helpless. 


What can he do? 


He can’t do anything. These forces—they’re larger than life. Inhuman. 


Julius had compared Subaru to a witch, once—unfathomable, incomprehensible—and 
he’d stopped himself. But now— 


—Julius wouldn't be able to do—that. He wouldn’t be able to—how many times? / /ost 
count. 


Julius cannot fathom it. He cannot comprehend it. His mind refuses to. 

“It is real. It will be real,” Beatrice says. She grabs Subaru’s hand. “Keep your head up.” 
Subaru sobs again. It might be a laugh. “Eyes on the skies,” he says. He straightens 
up, and when he laughs again he sounds less like he’s crying. “Aim for the stars,” he 
whispers to himself. Emilia grabs his hand. “Let’s go.” 

As Julius follows Subaru out, one single coherent thought solidifies. 

Subaru doesn’t need to be aiming for the stars. 


Subaru is already one of them—brilliant, bright, shining, and unimaginably far away. 


Subaru stares at the door. It’s open. The sand dunes are great, saturated smears in 
front of them. Just one step, and they can leave the tower behind forever. 


The thing is—Subaru’s really not sure whether he wants to leave the tower. 


Actually, he’s pretty sure he doesn’t want to leave the tower. Not one-hundred percent 
sure, but he’s pretty close. 


There’s a great cracking sound behind him, and he whips around. The others turn 
around too—Subaru very carefully doesn’t look at them, because he just broke down 
crying in front of them and that’s pretty embarrassing. 


Subaru’s done some pretty embarrassing things in his time, but this definitely is in his 
top ten. Top twenty. Top fifty, definitely. 


The stairs they'd descended to get down cracks again, and then a giant chunk falls 
down. And then another, and another, and another, until the stairs are just one pile of 
rubble. 


“Guess we can’t go back that way,” Subaru says aloud, once the crash of the stairs 
falling has stopped and all he can hear is the ringing in his ears. 


Stupid stairs. Subaru is glad they’re gone. He hates stairs. 
Everyone’s looking at him. 

They’re all—staring. 

Stair-ing. Hah. Fuck. 

Subaru turns around quickly and looks back out at the sand dunes. 


Yup. They’re still very, very bright. Much brighter than the inside of the tower. It’s dark 
out, and they’re reflecting the moonlight everywhere. 


Maybe—maybe Subaru can just—live in the tower? 
It's perfect here, isn’t it? Everyone knows about—about Return by Death, here, and— 


and although Satella is buried beneath him—he’s pretty sure she is, at least—she can’t 
get to him, here. 


And he can—he can tell them—he can tell them everything. 

—It doesn't feel real. 

The other thing is—Subaru isn’t sure he wants to stay in the tower, either. 

Not just because they'd all starve here, and because everyone who's counting on them 
would die, and all that. No, Subaru isn’t sure he wants to stay in the tower for another 
day, even. Another hour. Another minute. 

Another—however long it would take to explain everything. 

How long would it take? It'd take—forever. Lifetimes. Subaru doesn’t think they’d 
understand. He told Beako a bit—just a tiny bit, just the outline, just the beginning, the 


easy stuff—and she was horrified. Louis—well. She was with him for just a few loops 
and he drove her insane. 


Hah. Subaru’s pretty crazy. 

—and nobody needs to know. 

Anyways. Subaru doesn’t want to stay in the tower. It’s not because the tower is 
associated with bad memories, either—it is associated with bad memories, yeah, but 
it's not that. 

It's— 

—it doesn’t feel real. 

Subaru’s waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

This can’t be real. 

He wants it to be over. 

He’s going to die. She’s going to kill him, or she’s going to kill everyone else, and either 
way he’s going to die. Subaru is cool with that. It’s fine. He just—wants to get it over 
with. 

Fuck, he doesn’t want to die. 

But— 

—it’'ll be nice to reset. Subaru doesn’t—he wouldn’t reset stupid mistake, fixable things. 
He wouldn't. He does not want to die. But it’s—well. They don’t have to know. Beako 
knows a lot, now. Not all of it—nowhere near all of it—but. More. She knows how he 
was killed by Rem, probably. He didn’t explicitly say it, but he’d mentioned the 
morningstar, and Beako remembers enough to put it together. And Louis was talking a 
lot, a lot, and she talked about how he’d killed Meili, how’d they had to trap him—how 
he'd killed himself— 

God, it’s so embarrassing. 

She looked at him—they’re looking at him— 

He doesn’t know how they're looking at him. 


They’re looking at him like he’s not human. 


They can’t know. Please—he needs to make them not know—he needs to make it go 
away. They’ve all seen him, now. Fuck. 


Subaru doesn’t want to die, but— 


“One great leap for man,” Subaru says. His heart is in his throat. Hey, maybe Satella 
won't be able to find it there, because it’s not in his chest. 


He imagines pushing it back down. It’s pumping like crazy. Right here, Satella. Come 
and get it. 


He steps onto the sand. 


Nothing happens, and it’s not—it’s not surprising, because Subaru was expecting this, 
and he is—he is utterly and completely sure that she’s here, and she’s just—waiting— 


Beako steps out, then Emilia-tan, then the rest. 
Subaru stares at them. 

Waiting. 

A familiar weight falls on his chest—a familiar faint numbness blankets his heart— 
—Subaru’s heartbeat is muffled in his ears. 
Subaru’s vision darkens. 

He can’t breathe. Everything is—frozen— 
—he’s going to die— 

finally, he’s going— 

“Subaru?” Beako says. 

Subaru blinks. 

He blinks, and he looks around. 

He’s—he’s still standing on the sand dunes. 


He’s still standing on the sand dunes, and everyone else is standing with him, and 
when he looks through the door he can see the crumbled staircase. 


He’s—? 
They’re all—? 


“Subaru,” Beako says again. She’s looking straight at him. There’s a plaintive plea in 
her voice. 


Subaru stares back, uncomprehending. He lifts his hand up to his heart. 

He can feel Satella there. 

He can feel her—she’s back, now. He could feel when she left, really. It was strange— 
he didn’t notice her presence until she was gone. But now she’s back, and she’s—and 
no one’s— 

She didn’t see. 

Or if she did, she couldn’t do anything about it. 

Subaru is—? 

“Subaru, you’re crying,” Emilia-tan says softly. 


Subaru lifts his hand up to his face. Ah. Yeah, he’s crying. 


He lifts his face up to the sky. 
He’s smiling, too. 


“Hey, Beako,” he says, staring up at the stars. They’re bright and shining. There are so 
many of them. They look close enough for him to touch. “The sky is so clear. Don’t the 
stars look beautiful?” 


“Yes,” Beako says. There’s something Subaru doesn’t understand in her voice. He 
looks down at Beatrice, and she’s looking up at him with her starry butterfly eyes. “Yes, 
they do.” 


